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Abstract 
Interviews with children form a major part of assessments in contested family law 
matters. Research has shown that most children wish to express their views and have a 
say in their living arrangements after separation (e.g. Birnbaum, Bala, & Cyr, 2011; 
Carson, Dunstan, Dunstan, & Roopani, 2018; Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008), while also 
benefitting from being informed about, and involved in, such decisions (e.g. Kelly, 2002; 
Smith, Taylor & Tapp, 2003). Interviews with children are, however, challenging to 
conduct and among the most complex tasks a professional can undertake (Benedek, Ash 
& Scott, 2010; Powell, 2002).  
While there are no developed interview protocols available for child interviews 
for family assessments, there are, however, numerous publications available to assist 
professionals with interviewing children in family law matters (e.g. American 
Psychological Association, 2010; Association of Family and Conciliation Courts, 2007; 
Crossman, Powell, Principe, & Ceci, 2002; Fuhrmann & Zibbell, 2011; Hynan, 2014; 
Kuehnle, Greenberg, & Gottlieb, 2004; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Saywitz, Camparo, & 
Romanoff, 2010). Despite the publications available to guide professionals, a review of 
the child custody evaluation literature (Chapter 4 herein) found that very little is known 
about the ‘how’ of good practice interviewing of children in this context. This review 
demonstrated a need for research which provides a clearer understanding of interview 
practice with children in this context and what techniques are effective in eliciting the 
information sought. This thesis aimed to address this need and extend the research on 
best-practice techniques for interviewing children to the family law context.   
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Two original and multi-method studies are presented in this thesis. The first study 
aimed to qualitatively explore how family law professionals conduct and/or understand 
child interviews for family law assessments. A diverse group of 15 professionals who had 
experience in the area of family law and/or interviewing children for forensic purposes 
each participated in an in-depth, semi-structured interview. They were prompted to 
reflect on what type of information they sought from children, how they sought this 
information, and whether there were issues or problems in interviewing children in the 
family law field. Thematic analysis of the interviews revealed that interviewing children 
for family law matters is complex and challenging work and warrants considerable skills 
and expertise. The findings highlighted the importance of recognising the purpose of each 
child interview and the appropriate process and strategies to conduct each interview. 
Participants also voiced a desire for a broad framework to assist them and others in 
interviewing children in the family law context, and that consistency in interviewing 
approaches and knowledge around appropriate techniques would be helpful for all 
practitioners.  
 Based on interview subject areas and sample questions provided by the child 
custody literature and participants from the first study, the second study examined how 
children of different age groups respond to questions about home life and relationships. 
Children (N = 47) aged 6- to 10-years-old were interviewed about their home lives and 
daily experiences. Questions were divided into four categories; Routines-Open, Routines-
Specific, Relationships-Negative, and Relationships-Positive to reflect the nature of the 
questions and the topic they were focused on. Children’s responses were coded with 
respect to the quantity of information provided, informativeness, topic pertinence, and 
xvii 
 
their non-responses to questions. Across all categories, the majority of responses were 
on-topic and informative, and there were few non-responses to questions. Children 
answered more Routines-Open questions, and with proportionally more units of 
information, compared to the other categories. Unexpectedly, Routines-Open questions 
also elicited proportionally fewer on-topic answers compared to Routines-Specific and 
Relationships-Negative questions. Results suggested that questions about routines and 
relationships in family law interviews with children will generally elicit relevant and 
informative responses from primary school-aged children.  
Overall, this thesis has made a contribution to the family law field, especially to 
professionals who are interviewing children for family law matters. Previously, no 
information was available that informed interviewers of the practices of other 
professionals and assured them of the utility of interview questions. This thesis offers 
some clarity surrounding interview techniques and processes that interviewers can apply 
to child interviews in the family law context. While further research and industry 
development is required, this thesis also indicates that the main features for a broad 
framework for child interviews in the family law context do appear to be present. Such a  
framework could include 1) description of the essential subject areas to be covered in an 
interview and the types of questions to use for each area; 2) description of the essential 
process elements (e.g. limits to confidentiality, explaining the purpose of the interview); 
3) a basic outline of interview structure such as using open-ended questions about daily 
experiences first, when to use specific questions, and what order of questions may be best 
depending on subject area; and 4) how to manage additional issues such as interviewing 
about specific events or abuse allegations.  
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
There are a vast and increasing number of children affected by parental separation 
and divorce. The majority of separated parents are able to come to an agreement 
themselves as to the arrangements for the time their children live and spend with each 
parent (Weston et al., 2011)
1
. Nonetheless during 2016-2017 alone there were 
approximately 14,384 new contested final order applications involving parenting issues 
filed in courts throughout Australia (Family Court of Australia, 2017; Family Court of 
Western Australia, 2017; Federal Circuit Court of Australia, 2017)
2
. The matters that 
require the assistance of the courts are typically complex and highly contentious, often 
complicated by intense conflict, mental illness and psychological disturbances, parental 
substance abuse, and allegations of abuse and/or neglect (Oberlander, 1995; Stahl, 
1999a). Frequently psychologists, psychiatrists and other mental health professionals are 
called upon to provide assessments of these families for the courts. The difficult and 
contentious nature of these assessments is highlighted by the significant number of 
complaints made to registration boards about professionals’ reports for family law 
matters (Kirkland & Kirkland, 2001; Neoh, Papaleo, & Kennedy, 2010).  
Children’s views have become increasingly central in family law matters, where 
separated parents are unable to agree on decisions concerning their children. The Family 
Law Act 1975 (Cth) and Family Law Rules 2004 (Cth) provide means for the court to 
inform themselves of children’s views in contested matters through interviews with 
                                                          
1
 The Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) has removed the reference to custody and access and instead uses the 
terms “lives with” and “spends time with” in relation to parenting arrangements for children. 
 
2
 Applications for final orders for either children only or children and financial matters filed between 1 July 
2016 and 30 June 2017 for the Family Court of Australia and Federal Circuit Court of Australia, and 
between 1 January and 31 December 2017 for the Family Court of Western Australia. 
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children. Child interviews are a major part of family reports or child custody evaluations 
and the time spent speaking with children for these assessments has more than doubled in 
the past 25 years (Ackerman & Brey Pritzl, 2011; Bow & Quinnell, 2002). Previous 
studies have shown that most children wish to participate and express their feelings about 
parenting decisions after separation (Birnbaum, Bala & Cyr, 2011; Carson, Dunstan, 
Dunstan, & Roopani, 2018; Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008; Darlington, 2006; Gollop, 
Smith & Taylor, 2000; Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010). There is also evolving research that 
has found that children benefit from being informed about, and involved in, decisions 
about parenting arrangements after separation (Commission for Children and Young 
People and Child Guardian, 2009; Kelly, 2002; Smith, Taylor, & Tapp, 2003; Wolman & 
Taylor, 1991). Additionally, children can provide unique and important information 
about their lives which can assist a court in determining what arrangement is in the 
child’s ‘best interest’ (Butler, Scanlan, Robinson, Douglas, & Murch, 2002; Cashmore & 
Parkinson, 2009; Warshak, 2003).  
An abundance of research over the past few decades has established ways in 
which accurate and detailed information can be obtained from children within a forensic 
context, in terms of both the process and content of interviews (e.g., Nicol, La Rooy, & 
Lamb, 2017; Saywitz, Lyon, & Goodman, 2017; Zajac & Brown, 2018). This research 
has predominately focused on best-practice guidelines designed for use within forensic 
interviews with children in the context of reporting a crime that the child the witnessed, 
disclosing abuse or recalling a specific event (e.g., La Rooy et al., 2015). As a result, 
various structured interview protocols have been developed and there is now international 
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agreement as to what constitutes best-practice child interviewing in forensic cases (e.g. 
alleged child abuse) (e.g., Lamb et al., 2007).   
Rather than eliciting a disclosure regarding a specific event, the family law setting 
seeks a different kind of information from child interviewees; a more general 
understanding of the child’s experience of living with family members; his or her broader 
perceptions and experiences of family life, backed up with some specific instances where 
relevant. More so than other forensic interviews, these child interviews need to be highly 
flexible due to the variable nature of each case. Interviews of this type are challenging to 
conduct and psychologists and other professionals often do not have extensive training 
and expertise in the area of interviewing children in legal contexts (Powell, 2002; Stahl, 
2011). There are no developed interview protocols available for child interviews for 
family assessments. There are, however, numerous publications available to assist 
professionals with interviewing children in family law matters (e.g., American 
Psychological Association, 2010; Association of Family and Conciliation Courts, 2007; 
Crossman, Powell, Principe, & Ceci, 2002; Fuhrmann & Zibbell, 2011; Hynan, 2014; 
Kuehnle, Greenberg, & Gottlieb, 2004; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Saywitz, Camparo, & 
Romanoff, 2010). The publications, which provide principles and recommendations for 
interviewing children in relation to family law disputes, often draw from the wealth of 
knowledge provided by the child developmental and investigative interviewing literature 
about the effect of appropriate interviewing and questioning techniques on children. 
Despite the publications available to guide professionals, a review of the child 
custody evaluation literature (Chapter 4 herein) has shown that very little is known about 
the ‘how’ of good practice interviewing of children in this context. Besides a few rare 
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case studies (Kuehnle, 1998; van Nijnatten and Jongen, 2011), the review found no 
record of empirical research around how these principles and guidelines are being 
implemented; how children are actually being interviewed in the family law context and 
whether the techniques used are eliciting reliable and useful accounts from children. This 
review demonstrated a need for research which provides a clearer understanding of 
interview practice with children in this context and what techniques are effective in 
eliciting the information sought. Increasing the knowledge around child interviewing in 
the family law context will benefit practitioners, judicial decision makers and families 
involved in these disputes. For practitioners, it will provide greater clarity on how they 
can conduct the best child interview possible within this context. For judicial decision 
makers, more detailed and/or relevant information from children is important in assisting 
them make decisions for families, which benefits all families involved in contested 
parenting disputes. Additionally, since the assessment process itself can be difficult for 
families, a clearer understanding of interview practice might allay some anxiety and help 
those family members to know what to expect from a child interview. 
The current thesis aimed to address this need and extend the research on best-
practice techniques for interviewing children to the family law context.  Two new studies 
were conducted that focused on the interviewing of children for family law matters. The 
first study, presented in Chapter 5, sought to qualitatively explore how family law 
professionals conduct and/or understand child interviews for family law assessments. In-
depth interviews with professionals who had experience in the area of family law and 
interviewing children for forensic purposes were analysed through an inductive, 
methodical process using principles of grounded theory.  The second study, presented in 
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Chapter 6, examined how children responded to different questions about everyday 
events and family life, with these questions being typical of the nature of questions used 
by interviewers in the family law context. A naturalistic study was conducted where 
children were asked a series of questions about their daily lives, focused on routines and 
relationships. Parents were informed of the responses given by their children and were 
asked to provide their perceptions to these everyday events to help test the value of the 
interview questions.  
The current thesis is structured in the following manner: Chapter 2 reviews the 
literature on children’s participation in family law matters and examines the purpose of 
interviewing children for parenting disputes. Before examining the interview process 
itself, it is important to know why children are being interviewed for family law matters 
and why it is important to involve them in the process. Chapter 3 outlines the main 
factors that impact on children’s testimony based on the child developmental and 
investigative interviewing literature. This literature provides the foundation for what is 
considered best-practice interviewing. It is necessary to understand the factors known to 
effect children’s testimony in order to determine how they appropriately apply to the 
family law context. Chapter 4 examines what type of information, from a legal 
perspective, is sought from a child interview. Specifically, it provides a review and 
analysis of the child custody literature that discusses the interviewing of children, and 
provides a conclusion and rationale for the design of this thesis. Chapters 5 and 6 present 
the two original studies (one per chapter). The final chapter (Chapter 7) then provides an 
overall discussion of the thesis’ main findings, including implications of the results and 
recommendations for future research. It should be noted that this thesis is solely 
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concentrated on the aspect of the child interview within family law assessments. 
Consequently it does not address what constitutes a full psychological assessment of a 
child for a family report or child custody evaluation, nor the other aspects of such a report 
such as the interviewing of parents, collateral data collection, possible psychological 
testing and associated issues.  
Additionally, it is acknowledged that there are differences between jurisdictions 
as to what constitutes a family law assessment and therefore what may be expected from 
a child interview. For example, in the United States (“US”) these assessments are known 
as child custody evaluations and are conducted by private mental health experts, typically 
psychologists (Stahl, 1999b). The cost of such a child custody evaluation may be $5,000 
to $25,000, with some rare evaluations costing up to $100,000 (Stronger Communities, 
n.d.). In Australia, family law assessments can also differ; for example, reports ordered 
under s62G of the Family Law Act are conducted by family consultants who are Court 
Service Personnel and the costs are covered by the Court, rather than being paid for by 
the parties. While reports prepared under the Single Expert Witness provisions (Chapter 
15.5., Family Law Rules, 2004) are conducted by private service providers (e.g. social 
worker, psychologist, psychiatrist) and paid for privately by the parties involved. Both 
types of reports can be termed Family Reports although slightly different requirements 
apply to the different reports (Colls, Neoh, & Wilson, 2018).  
The vast majority of the literature that discusses the interviewing of children for 
family law matters is US based. However, all Australian based guidelines and literature 
vastly mirrors the US literature in relation to the child interviewing aspect of these 
assessments. As will be seen in the literature review in Chapter 4, there is also general 
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consensus in the literature as to the process and question topics for an interview with a 
child in this context. Given this, and for the purpose of this thesis, the terms child custody 
evaluation, family report and family law assessment are used interchangeably to denote 
“a professional forensic assessment undertaken to assist a court and/or the parties decide 
on parenting arrangements for children of separated parents or caregivers” (p. 7, Family 
Court of Australia, Federal Circuit Court of Australia, & Family Court of Western 
Australia, 2015).  
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CHAPTER 2 – CHILDREN’S INVOLVEMENT IN THE DETERMINATION OF 
DISPUTED PARENTING ARRANGEMENTS 
When examining the interviewing of children for family law matters, one of the 
first questions to consider is why are children being interviewed? Should children be 
involved in the process of determining parenting arrangements at all? In extending the 
research on child interviews in family law matters, it is important to understand the 
context of children’s participation and the purpose of interviewing children for parenting 
disputes. This chapter provides the background to children’s involvement in the family 
law process and the major reasons why children are involved. It reviews the research and 
arguments for children’s participation in the family law context, what children think 
about their participation and how they can benefit from being included in the process.  
In the past, a common view has been that children should be protected from the 
parental conflict associated with separation (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2009; Kelly, 2002; 
Pryor & Rodgers, 2001; Smart, 2003). There has been concern that involving children in 
family law decisions would place an unfair burden of responsibility on children due to the 
prospect of them being required to choose between their parents (Gollop et al., 2000; 
Taylor, 2006). Other assumptions have been that parents understand their children’s 
views and will be sufficiently able to represent them (Gollop et al., 2000; Smith et al., 
2003), and that children, especially before adolescence, are not competent to be part of 
the decision-making process (Birnbaum et al., 2011; Thomas, 2007).  
In recent years there has been increasing recognition of the value of consulting 
children in relation to matters that affect them and the benefits that flow from listening to 
and involving children (Gollop et al., 2000; Parkinson, Cashmore, & Single, 2005). 
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Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (“UNCRC”) 
stipulated that children who are capable of forming their own views, shall be assured the 
right to express those views in all matters affecting them, with the views of the child to be 
given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity. Following on from the 
UNCRC, a substantial body of research has developed evidencing a change in the 
conceptualisation of childhood, with children having an active contributory role in 
community and family life (Gollop et al., 2000; Graham & Fitzgerald, 2011; Taylor, 
2006).  
The arguments for children’s participation in family law matters have been 
formed in part by two rationales (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2011; Warshak, 2003). Firstly, it 
is argued children can offer important information about their lives and perspectives 
which may influence and improve decisions affecting them. It assumes that input from 
children will increase the awareness of decision makers about children’s feelings, 
preferences and needs (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2009; Warshak, 2003). Children can 
often provide the best insight into their family circumstances as they are the ones in the 
midst of these circumstances, and more importantly they are commonly the only 
witnesses to family events and dynamics (Butler et al., 2002). The second rationale is 
centred on the idea that children benefit from participating in the decision making 
process. It states that children profit from a greater sense of control and acknowledgment 
as people with interest in the decisions being made (Warshak, 2003). Smith, Taylor, and 
Tapp (2003) emphasised that children’s resilience after separation is fostered when they 
are treated as competent participants who are permitted to communicate with those 
making decisions in their lives. There has also been recognition of the important 
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distinction between children having a voice in the proceedings (participation) and 
making definitive decisions and being responsible for the final outcome (choice) 
(Birnbaum et al., 2011; Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). 
Encouraging children’s involvement in family law matters does not necessarily mean that 
children are expected to make final decisions about parenting arrangements (Smith et al., 
2003).  
An important aspect of whether children should be involved in family law 
proceedings is what children themselves think about participation. Given the shift toward 
children’s participation in decisions surrounding parental separation, numerous studies 
have investigated children’s views around being involved and the benefits of children 
‘having a say’ in parenting disputes. Overwhelmingly, research has found that most 
children want to be consulted and to be given an opportunity to share their views and 
perspectives (e.g. Birnbaum & Saini, 2015; Birnbaum et al., 2011; Butler et al., 2002; 
Darlington, 2006; Fernando & Ross, 2018; Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010; Marschall, 2017; 
Quigley & Cyr, 2017; Sadowski & McIntosh, 2016). For example, Gollop and colleagues 
(2000) interviewed 107 children in New Zealand whose parents had separated. The 
authors reported using a structured interview schedule, to ask the children (a) whether 
they had been consulted about their initial custody and access arrangements, (b) what 
involvement they had in the decisions about custody and access arrangements after 
separation, and (c) what the children’s experiences and views were about consultation. 
The authors found marked variation in the children’s responses. Interestingly, some 
children described negative features to their experience of being consulted and some 
commented they did not want to be the ones making the final decision. In contrast, other 
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children have expressed that they were unhappy about not being consulted. The children 
were also asked what advice they would give to parents who were separating; 50% of the 
children who provided an answer to this question (which was 32% of the total children 
interviewed) mentioned the importance of listening to children, consulting children or 
letting children have their say. This was also the most common response provided by the 
children overall. Children who were forced into arrangements they did not like or who 
were not listened to seemed to be the most dissatisfied.  
Carson and colleagues (2018) reported similar findings when interviewing 
children and young people (10 to 17 years of age) in Australia about their experiences 
and needs after parental separation. Via in-depth, semi-structured interviews, the authors 
asked children and young people about (a) the issues most important to them when post-
separation parenting arrangements were being made, (b) their experiences of family law 
system services that their families engaged with when separating, and (c) the support 
systems and services they found to be of assistance when dealing with parental 
separation. The authors found that most children and young people (76%) expressed a 
strong desire for their parents and other adults to listen to their views and perspectives 
when working out living arrangements. Over 50% of the children and young people 
interviewed indicated that they had a limited say or their views had no impact at all in the 
decision-making process. Most of the children and young people also indicated that they 
wanted to be heard better by professionals in the family law system and that they were 
not given enough information about what was happening in the legal process.  
These results are consistent with evolving research that has found that children 
significantly benefit from being informed about, and involved in, decisions that affect 
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them, including decisions about parenting arrangements after separation (Commission for 
Children and Young People and Child Guardian, 2009; Kelly, 2002). The evidence 
around the subjective wellbeing of children is also supported by empirical data. Wolman 
and Taylor (1991), for example, collected data from 136 children of diverse ages from 
separating families, some of which had been active participants in legal child custody 
disputes and some of whom the parents had settled out of court.  All children were 
interviewed and administered a variety of objective tests measuring children’s self-
concepts, fears, and fantasies, beliefs about personal control of life events, trust of adults 
and peers, separation anxiety and conceptions of the family at approximately 3-4 months 
after separation and again approximately 18 months later. At the initial test there had 
been few differences between the groups, while they found that 18 months later children 
who had been active participants displayed less separation anxiety, more positive family 
concepts, and were significantly more likely to perceive themselves as in control of life 
events.  Perceived control in decision-making has also been shown to be related to 
educational achievement and positive mental health in children (Melton, 1983). 
Participation in decisions about parenting arrangements after separation appears 
to have broad benefits; in addition to children feeling it is important for them to be given 
an opportunity to share their views, children also feel they make a valuable contribution 
to the decision making process. This was suggested by Cashmore and Parkinson (2008) 
who interviewed 47 children from separated families who had resolved parenting 
arrangements in the preceding 12 months. The children had the option of speaking 
directly with a research interviewer or responding to a computer-assisted interview 
designed for the research (which had a mix of closed and open questions). The interviews 
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were recorded and transcribed, including comments and conversation with the child as 
they responded to the computer-assisted interview. Overall, 91% of the children reported 
that they should be involved in the process, although not necessarily in making the 
decisions. Many of these children expressed the belief that being involved would ensure 
better decisions about their wellbeing and that they had the right to be involved in 
outcomes that would affect them. Interestingly the children involved in the most highly 
contested matters expressed the strongest views about having a say, even when they had 
fears of being hit or hurt by a parent as a consequence of expressing themselves. The 
matters that are complex and highly contested are most often the ones that require a trial 
and final judicial determination. This study by Cashmore and Parkinson (2008), 
therefore, indicates that it is even more important that children involved in difficult, 
contested matters are given an opportunity to provide their views.  
Despite the evidence that shows children both wish to participate and benefit from 
contributing to decisions about parenting arrangements, whether or not children do 
participate is ultimately  determined by the adults and family law professionals involved 
in the dispute. Sometimes it can be these professionals that limit children’s participation 
due to their own values and beliefs around their roles and/or the importance or 
helpfulness of including children’s voices. For example, in research concerning the role 
of Independent Children’s Lawyers in Australia (‘ICL’ - lawyers appointed as a ‘best 
interests’ advocate for children in family law matters), Kaspiew and colleagues (2014) 
found that there were three main dimensions to the role; facilitating the participation of 
the child/young person in the proceedings, evidence gathering, and litigation 
management. The data suggested that from the perspective of ICL’s and other legal and 
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non-legal professionals, their role in facilitating participation was viewed as less 
important than the evidence-gathering and litigation management dimensions. In contrast, 
the data also indicated that, from the viewpoint of children and parents, the focus of the 
ICL role should be to facilitate participation. As such, many parents and children/young 
people expressed disappointment, unmet expectations, and even betrayal in relation to 
their experiences with their ICL. Another study conducted in Western Australia with 
Family Court Consultants (whose role is to assist the Court to manage child related 
matters) examined the views of these professionals in relation to child inclusive 
conferencing where children are interviewed at the early stages of their parents’ court 
dispute (Banham, Allan, Bergman, & Jau, 2017). Thematic analysis of interviews with 
ten Family Consultants revealed that all participants were very mindful of the importance 
of children engaging in decision making. They expressed, however, that there were 
challenges to enabling such engagement such ensuring a child’s safety was considered 
and the Court’s perception of children’s views based on age.  
In summary, the prior research suggests that it is beneficial for children to provide 
their views and be listened to in relation to the disputes that affect them (Cashmore & 
Parkinson, 2009). Children want to be consulted and share their views and doing so has 
broad benefits. Furthermore, children feel their participation can significantly influence 
and assist professionals’ decisions which affect them. Nevertheless, children can only tell 
their story if given appropriate opportunities to do so and professionals most often hold 
the ‘power’ in enabling appropriate participation to occur.     
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CHAPTER 3 – AN OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN FACTORS THAT  
IMPACT ON CHILDREN’S TESTIMONY3 
The previous chapter outlined the importance, both from a human rights and 
psychological perspective, of children having some part in disputes that affect them. If 
children are going to be participants in this process, their capabilities and what can 
reasonably be expected from them also needs to be considered. What are children’s 
capacities to provide accurate and reliable information that is not tainted by others’ views 
(Saywitz et al., 2010)? As mentioned in the introduction, a large body of research from 
the child developmental and investigative interviewing field has shown that the answers 
to these questions are dependent on a range of factors. This chapter briefly reviews some 
of the factors that impact on children’s testimony, primarily in relation to the process of 
interviewing and questioning of children.  
Like adults, a range of factors influence children’s memory of events or ability to 
recollect events. However, children’s more limited language and cognitive ability 
(particularly in the early to middle childhood years) can make them additionally 
vulnerable to suggestion and increase the likelihood that they will be misunderstood. An 
important factor affecting children’s testimony is therefore the developmental level of the 
child in relation to their language and memory. How well children remember events 
partly depends on how well they understand the experience and can link them with other 
experiences in their memory, which usually improves with age (for review see La Rooy, 
Malloy, & Lamb, 2011; Powell & Thomson, 1994). In terms of language, the 
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 This chapter forms part of a published review. The full reference is Turoy-Smith, K. M., & Powell, M. B. 
(2017). Interviewing of children for family law matters: A review. Australian Psychologist, 52, 165-173. 
doi:10.1111/ap.12193. 
16 
 
vocabularies of young children are more limited and less descriptive than that of adults 
and they may use words they do not understand or only understand in certain 
environments (Orbach & Lamb, 2007). Another factor is the nature of the events being 
recalled. For example, research on children’s statements after numerous experiences of 
similar events shows children often report a detail from one incident as if it occurred 
during a different incident (Powell, Roberts, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1999). Similarly, 
children (particularly younger children) have more difficulty recalling the frequency of 
repeated events compared to a single event (Sharman, Powell, & Roberts, 2011).  
One of the most powerful factors that influence children’s ability to provide 
information is the process of questioning and interviewing (e.g. Gould & Martindale, 
2007; Kuehnle et al., 2004; Lamb, Malloy, & La Rooy, 2011; Powell & Thomson, 1994; 
Powell & Thomson, 2001). The amount of detail and level of accuracy provided by 
children is largely dependent upon the ways in which they are interviewed (Malloy, La 
Rooy, Lamb & Katz, 2011). If the aim of an interview with a child is to elicit accurate 
and elaborate detail about their life, then empirical research has shown there are two 
overarching principles of questioning and interviewing children that have been found to 
maximise the accuracy and detail of the information obtained: 1) presenting an 
environment that reduces a sense of intimidation, judgment and bias; and 2) using a 
framework that maximises narrative detail and accuracy. Each of these will be discussed 
in turn.  
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3.1 An Environment that Reduces a Sense of Intimidation, Judgment and Bias 
Most recommendations and research based guidelines are in agreement that an 
essential step for any child interview is the development of a good interviewer-child 
rapport (e.g., Crossman et al., 2002; Kuehnle et al., 2004; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Powell & 
Lancaster, 2003; Powell & Thomson, 2001). When interviewers spend time getting to 
know the child it can increase children’s accuracy and reduce their suggestibility 
(Hershkowitz, 2011). Building rapport using open-ended questions around enjoyable 
activities the child has experienced provides a measure of a child’s developmental level 
and enhances subsequent responses in the interview (Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, 
Sternberg & Horowitz, 2006; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Sternberg et al., 1997). 
Effective rapport building seems to reduce children’s anxiety, make them more 
comfortable and increase their trust in the interviewer which thereby enhances their 
participation in an interview (Hershkowitz, 2011).  
Good rapport is enhanced by creating an impartial, non-judgmental environment 
where the child’s responses are respected (Saywitz et al., 2010). Researchers state it is 
important for the child to be encouraged to do as much of the talking as possible, without 
the interviewer controlling the questions in order to obtain information they may want 
(Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Powell & Lancaster, 2003). The attitude of the interviewer in 
demonstrating a willingness to hear all responses and avoiding a biased approach will 
mean children are more likely to be comfortable revealing information, including 
negative experiences (Crossman et al., 2002). 
Another aspect to presenting an appropriate environment for a child interview is 
preparing the child with an age-appropriate explanation of the purpose of the interview 
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(Crossman et al., 2002; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Saywitz, 2008). Children have a 
limited understanding of the legal system and are likely to have a poor understanding 
about why they are being interviewed (Saywitz, 2008). Research has shown that 
children’s evidence is more likely to be reliable when children have a clear understanding 
of their role, the interviewer’s role and responsibilities, the purpose of the questions being 
asked and the possible outcomes that may flow as a result of the interview (Saywitz et al., 
2010; Wilson & Powell, 2001).   
3.2 A Framework that Maximises Narrative Detail and Accuracy 
Research has consistently demonstrated that the use of non-leading, open-ended 
questions in interviewing produces the most detailed, accurate and reliable information 
from children about situations or events (e.g. Lamb et al., 2003; Orbach & Pipe, 2011; 
Powell & Lancaster, 2003). Open ended questions are those that encourage elaborate 
detail without dictating what specific information is required (Milne & Powell, 2010). 
Performance is generally impaired when children are asked numerous specific questions 
(questions that narrow response options and/or dictate what information is required) 
including a higher error rate with yes/no forced choice questions (Poole & Lamb, 1998). 
Open-ended prompts like “tell me everything that happened from start to the finish” 
allow children to respond by free recall which is more likely to provide accurate 
information (see La Rooy et al., 2015; Powell & Thomson, 2001). Research now also 
indicates that although children’s initial responses may be brief, gentle persistence with 
non-leading, open questions, particularly those that use children’s responses as cues for 
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further information, can result in extensive or contextually elaborate accounts, even 
among very young children (Powell & Snow, 2007). 
The accuracy of children’s accounts is also heavily affected when interviewers 
use suggestive or leading questioning techniques. Children, particularly when young, 
may be susceptible to give erroneous statements when the following techniques are used: 
1) repetitive questioning (questions repeated which the child has already answered) (e.g. 
Poole & White, 1991); 2) praise or criticism given in response to a child’s statement (e.g. 
Ceci & Bruck, 1995); 3) the child is encouraged to speculate on events (e.g. Schreiber & 
Parker, 2004); and 4) leading or biased questioning (e.g. Orbach & Lamb, 2001). There 
has been extensive work which has shown how such techniques and others can also 
influence children’s susceptibility to misinformation (for review, see Ceci & Bruck, 
2006). 
Within the principles for interviewing and questioning children, it is vital the 
child’s developmental stage and capacity is taken into account. If questions are asked in 
language too complex for the child about concepts they have not yet mastered, there is 
risk of the child providing incorrect information or the adult misinterpreting the answers 
(Poole & Lamb, 1998; Saywitz et al., 2010; Saywitz, Snyder & Nathanson, 1999). For 
example, prior to six or seven years of age, children may be able to count and quantify 
concrete items, but lack understanding of abstract words such as “often” (Kuehnle et al., 
2004). Likewise, children cannot provide information in response to adult questioning 
about the specific timing of an event in terms of the time of day or day of the week if they 
have not yet acquired knowledge of conventional time patterns such as days of the week, 
months and seasons (Lamb et al., 2011).   
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Although the quality of children’s statements are influenced by a number of 
factors, including some related to the child’s developmental level and the nature of the 
circumstances to be discussed, the ways in which interviewers behave and question 
children are crucial (Lamb et al., 2011). Interviewers risk damaging the child within the 
system when they demand what the child is not capable of producing. When correct 
interviewing techniques are employed, however, and children’s developmental abilities 
are taken into consideration, even very young children (e.g. four years) can provide 
highly accurate information. The responsibility therefore lies with interviewers to ensure 
the child is given the best opportunity to engage in the process and provide the best 
information possible given the circumstances.  
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CHAPTER 4 – THE FAMILY LAW CONTEXT: A REVIEW OF WHAT TYPE 
OF INFORMATION IS SOUGHT FROM CHILDREN AND HOW IT IS 
SOUGHT
4
  
The current chapter presents a review of the literature specific to interviewing 
children in the family law context.  It considers firstly, what is sought from interviews 
with children in this context and, secondly, what the literature currently states about how 
information is sought from children in these interviews. The purpose of this chapter is 
two-fold; to establish the background and context for the two original studies of the 
current thesis as well as to highlight what further research is needed and where this thesis 
may make a unique and meaningful contribution. This chapter also considers potential 
limitations with the current literature and provides a rationale for the design of this thesis.   
This chapter is split into three sections. The first section (4.1) contains an 
overview of what type of information is useful for decision makers when making 
parenting decisions, based on legislation and industry guidelines. The second section 
(4.2) concentrates on the literature specific to interviewing children in the family law 
context. This section is divided into two main sections: the first section (4.2.1) outlines 
what the literature tells us about how children should be interviewed and potential issues 
with this literature, and the second section (4.2.2) highlights what the literature tells us 
about how children are interviewed. To facilitate the description of this literature, the 
first section (4.2.1) is further divided into four parts. The first part (4.2.1.1) outlines 
professional guidelines and standards of practice. The second part (4.2.1.2) reviews the 
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 This chapter forms part of a published review. The full reference is Turoy-Smith, K. M., & Powell, M. B. 
(2017). Interviewing of children for family law matters: A review. Australian Psychologist, 52, 165-173. 
doi:10.1111/ap.12193. 
22 
 
literature from child custody evaluation books. The third part (4.2.1.3) concentrates on 
relevant peer-reviewed journal publications and the fourth part (4.2.1.4) highlights 
potential issues with the current literature. In the third and final section of the chapter 
(4.3), a summary of the research is presented, along with directions for further research 
and a rationale for the design of the empirical component of this thesis.  
4.1 What is Sought from Interviews with Children in the Family Law Context?   
Investigative interviews, irrespective of the context in which they are conducted, 
are more useful to the court when both the interviewer and the court have clear 
compatible perceptions of the interview goals and purpose. Therefore it is essential to 
know what is trying to be attained from conducting interviews with children in relation to 
parenting disputes. This section examines what is sought from interviews with children in 
the family law context to assist the court in making a determination. As stated previously, 
it must be noted that the child interview is only one element of a typical evaluation 
process. The court will have various types of evidence to consider beyond the family 
assessment. The factors outlined in this section are not all expected to be derived from an 
interview with the child or children.  
Current legislation dictates what courts must take into account when making 
decisions about children. In Australia, like many other jurisdictions, a court must regard 
the best interests of the child as the paramount consideration in deciding whether to make 
a particular parenting order (s.60CA, Family Law Act 1975). In determining what is in a 
child’s best interests, s.60CC of the Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) (“the Act”) outlines the 
primary and additional matters the court must consider. The primary factors the court 
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must consider are (a) the benefit to the child of having a meaningful relationship with 
both parents, and (b) the need to protect the child from physical or psychological harm 
from being subjected to, or exposed to abuse, neglect or family violence (s. 60CC(2), 
Family Law Act 1975). Since the amendments made under the Family Law Legislation 
Amendment (Family Violence and Other Measures) Act 2011 (Cth), the court must give 
greater weight to the need to protect the child from physical or psychological harm 
(s.60CC(2A), Family Law Act 1975).  
The additional considerations the court must take into account include factors 
such as the nature of the relationship of the child with each parent and significant others, 
the capacity of the parents or significant other to provide for the needs of the child, the 
extent to which the parents have chosen to be involved in the child’s life, the likely effect 
of any changes in the child’s circumstances, and any other fact or circumstance the court 
thinks is relevant (s.60CC(3), Family Law Act 1975). The court must also consider any 
views expressed by the child and any factors (such as the child’s maturity or level of 
understanding) that the court thinks are relevant to the weight it should give to the child’s 
views (s.60CC(3)(a), Family Law Act 1975).  
A difficulty often raised about the ‘best interests of the child’ concept is its vague 
and open-ended nature, meaning determinations by judicial officers are often highly 
discretional (Emery, Otto, & O’Donohue, 2005; Mnookin, 1975). Even with the 
provision of numerous factors to help guide the court (e.g. s60CC(3), Family Law Act 
1975) there is little guidance on the weight to be allocated to each factor (Thomson & 
Molloy, 2001). Perhaps due to the nature of this concept, there have been criticisms that 
child custody evaluators are making statements and recommendations beyond their 
24 
 
capabilities in these evaluations (Tippins & Witmann, 2005). Given the highly complex 
nature of these issues, there have also been recent concerns raised about the quality of 
reports and competency of report-writers assessing families in general (Ireland, 2012). 
To address some of the concerns raised about child custody evaluations/family 
assessments and promote proficiency in their conduct, a number of guidelines and 
standards of practice have been produced to guide report writers/evaluators. In Australia, 
the Family Court of Australia, Federal Circuit Court of Australia and Family Court of 
Western Australia jointly released the “Australian Standards of Practice for Family 
Assessments and Reporting” (2015) (‘Australian Standards of Practice’). The Australian 
Standards of Practice state that a family assessment should provide “information about 
the views and needs of children and their relationship with their parents” as well as the 
parental capacities and attitudes of the adults involved with respect to the needs of the 
children. Additionally, the assessment should address any risk factors identified in a 
matter, such as family violence. The American Psychological Association Guidelines for 
Child Custody Evaluations in Family Law Proceedings (2010) state the evaluation should 
focus “upon parenting attributes, the child’s psychological needs and the resulting fit” (p. 
864). The Guidelines reiterate that psychologists should endeavour to ascertain the 
“psychological best interests of the child” and in doing so should evaluate factors such as 
family dynamics, environmental and cultural variables, strengths and vulnerabilities of 
the parties and the child’s psychological, social and educational needs. Similarly the 
Association of Family and Conciliation Courts Model Standards of Practice for Child 
Custody Evaluation (2007) recommend identifying the developmental needs of the child, 
the capacities and needs of other members of the family and the family interactions, both 
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positive and negative. These guidelines and standards apply to entire evaluations which 
may incorporate interviews with all relevant parties, third party and collateral 
information, observational data and psychological testing and are not directed only at 
interviews with children. Nonetheless they provide professionals with an indication of the 
type of information that is important for child custody evaluations which can be elicited 
in interviews.  
Possibly due to the ambiguous nature of the best interests concept, various people 
have also offered suggestions as to what should be included in a report or evaluation for 
family law matters. Fuhrmann and Zibbell (2011) outlined four broad categories of 
information that should be contained in a child custody evaluation; 1) information about 
parents and their parenting (e.g. strengths/weaknesses of parents as caretakers); 2) 
information about children and their development (e.g. assessing children’s needs); 3) 
information about the relationship between the parents and their children (e.g. quality of 
relationships); and 4) information about the relationship between the parents (e.g. level of 
inter-parental conflict). Similarly, other authors agree that evaluations should focus on 
assessment of child development, parent and family factors such as the bond between the 
child, their parents and siblings, each parent’s ability to parent, nurture and understand 
the child and their needs and the nature of the co-parental relationship (Gould & 
Martindale, 2007; Stahl, 2011). In terms of interviewing children, Kuehnle, Greenberg, 
and Gottlieb (2004) claimed that interviews of children for custody evaluations should 
include, amongst other things, assessment of children’s perception of the relationship 
with each parent, their ability to separate from a parent, information about how the parent 
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is involved in a child’s school and extra-curricular activities, their understanding of the 
separation, and their emotional status and self-concept.  
In summary, the overall aim of interviewing a child for a family law matter is to 
obtain information that will assist the court to determine what arrangement will be in the 
child’s ‘best interest’. Although there are criticisms and issues with the best interests 
concept, s60CC of the Act, as well as professional guidelines, standards and publications 
on child custody evaluations, provide some direction on the type of information sought, 
with apparent consensus on the importance of assessing a child’s development and needs, 
the parental attributes, the relationship between the child and family, and external family 
factors such as inter-parental conflict.  As each family law matter is unique there will be 
different issues of importance between cases. Typically, the individual parties and/or 
court will determine what is required to be reported on by the family consultant or expert 
witness (the ‘terms of reference’) (s.62G(2); s69ZX(1)(d), Family Law Act 1975; Part 
15.5, Family Law Rules 2004), however narrow or complex that might need to be. In 
interviewing children, evaluators therefore need to consider how the interview can help 
answer what has been asked of them. 
4.2 How Should Children and How are Children Interviewed in the Family Law 
Context? 
This section concentrates on the literature specific to interviewing children in the 
family law context. It examines two aspects of these child interviews; 1) what the 
literature states about how children should be interviewed specifically for family law 
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matters, and potential limitations of this literature; and 2) what the literature shows us 
about how children are interviewed for family law matters.  
4.2.1 Review of suggested interview practice with children in the family law context. 
In 1998, Hynan provided a review of the literature on child interviews for custody 
evaluations, which highlighted the paucity of information available and the lack of 
reference to the research on factors impacting children’s testimony. Since then further 
literature has been published to help guide evaluators on how children should be 
interviewed for family law matters. In order to understand what information is available 
for evaluators, three different types of literature that have been published since Hynan’s 
(1998) review (or which were not addressed in his review) will be examined in turn; 
professional guidelines and standards of practice, child custody evaluation books, and 
peer-reviewed journal publications. Finally, some of this literature will be evaluated in 
light of the information from Chapter 3 concerning the impact of interviewing and 
questioning on children’s testimony.   
4.2.1.1 Professional guidelines and standards of practice. As a starting point, it 
is useful to consider what guidelines and standards on family reports have to say about 
how children should be interviewed. The Australian Standards of Practice (2015) join 
with a number of guidelines that have been produced elsewhere for evaluators who are 
providing reports to the court in relation to parenting disputes; 1) the American 
Psychological Association Guidelines for Child Custody Evaluations in Family Law 
Proceedings (2010); 2) the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts Model 
Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007); 3) the Practice Guidelines in 
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Child Custody Evaluations for Licensed Clinical Social Workers (Luftman, Veltkamp, 
Clark, Lannacone, & Snooks, 2005); and 4) the American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry Practice Parameters for Child Custody Evaluations (1997). All 
five sets of guidelines or standards highlight the importance of using multiple methods of 
data collection, including interviews of children, for evaluations. However, they vary in 
the amount of detail presented in relation to interviewing children.  
The aim of the recent Australian Standards of Practice (2015) is to “promote good 
practice” and “attempt to inform what can be expected as a minimum standard when 
conducting family assessments and preparing reports” (p. 6).  With respect to 
interviewing children for family assessments, it stipulates that family assessors should 
consider the factors found to affect children’s testimony including using published 
research on the effects of different questioning styles as the basis for interview strategies. 
It draws attention to some of the principles of interviewing and questioning children 
previously discussed such as explaining the purpose of the evaluation, making a child 
aware they do not have to provide information or express their views, and explaining 
what will happen with any information they do provide. It also emphasises some process 
issues such as ensuring children are interviewed individually and separately to any person 
who may influence their views.  
In terms of standards or guidelines produced elsewhere, both the American 
Psychological Association Guidelines (2010) and the Practice Guidelines in Child 
Custody Evaluations for Licensed Clinical Social Workers (Luftman et al., 2005) provide 
little information specifically about the child interview beyond a recommendation of 
seeing the child individually and more than once. The Association of Family and 
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Conciliation Courts Model Standards (2007) provide more direction; they state that 
evaluators should follow “generally recognised procedures” when interviewing children 
including procedures as to structure, confidentiality, knowledge of children’s capacities 
as witnesses and empirically based questioning strategies. Finally, although it is no longer 
a current practice parameter, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
Practice Parameters (1997) also drew attention to principles such as explaining the 
purpose of the evaluation, the role of the clinician and developing rapport. Like the 
Australian Standards of Practice (2015) it additionally highlighted process issues such as 
the need to interview the child alone (without caregivers) and cautioned evaluators about 
asking children directly about where they want to live.  
It must be noted these guidelines and standards are concerned with a custody 
evaluation or family assessment as a whole, which involves much more than the child 
interview. The Australian Standards of Practice (2015) provides the most current, 
detailed guidance; giving direction to base “interview strategies on published research 
addressing the effects upon children’s responses of various forms of questioning. Family 
assessors should have knowledge of and should consider the factors that have been found 
to affect children’s capacities as informants” (p. 19). We therefore need to look further to 
find out what “generally recognised procedures when conducting interviews and 
observations with children” (Australian Standards of Practice, p. 19) may look like for 
family law matters.  
4.2.1.2 Child custody evaluation books. Hynan (1998) commented that none of 
the custody evaluation literature published between 1988 and 1998 had a main chapter 
dedicated entirely to child interviews. The situation now is not greatly different; Gould 
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(1998), Gould and Martindale (2007) and Hynan (2014) are the only child custody 
evaluation textbooks that have offered chapters on the forensic interviewing of children. 
However what does seem to have changed is the increase in reference to the research 
findings on the factors impacting children’s testimony, some of which was summarised 
earlier herein. Gould’s (1998) chapter on the forensic interview of a child offered general 
information about children’s competence in terms of memory, language and accuracy, 
relevant questioning techniques, the importance of an emotionally supportive 
environment, being aware of the limitations of interviewing and what should be assessed 
in a child interview. Gould and Martindale’s (2007) interviewing chapter concentrated on 
improper interviewing methods and their effects on children’s testimony (e.g. the use of 
repeated questions, suggestive or misleading questions and the effect of interviewer bias). 
They also emphasised the risk of inaccuracies in reporting interview data from children if 
the interviews are not recorded. Galatzer-Levy, Kraus and Galatzer-Levy (2009) similarly 
provided some discussion of research examining the factors that influence the accuracy of 
children’s reports including memory processes, the atmosphere of the interview, using 
age-appropriate language and vocabulary, and the style of questioning (open-ended 
questioning versus suggestive techniques).  
Some other texts have offered more specific suggestions as to the content and 
structure of an interview with a child for a family law matter. Along with a review of 
previous research, Ackerman (2006) provided a series of questions intended to evaluate 
how the child perceives each of their parents and the respective home environments. 
Examples included “What kinds of activities does your mother/father do with you?” and 
“When you do something bad, how does your mother/father punish you?” (pp. 127-128). 
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Furhmann and Zibbell (2012) offered a list of information to be obtained about children 
and sample questions to elicit some of this information such as, “What’s the worst thing 
about your parents’ living apart? What’s the best thing?” and “When you have a problem 
or are upset, whom do you usually go to? Why?” (p. 154). They also gave a general guide 
to the process including age-appropriate explanations of the purpose of the interview, role 
of the evaluator and limits to confidentiality, ground rules and establishing rapport.  
Rohrbaugh (2008) presented a brief review of the research on the accuracy of 
children’s reports in terms of children’s language, cognition, memory, and suggestibility, 
and provided interviewing techniques and questions for children from ages three to five, 
six to nine, and ten years plus. “Calling Mum, Calling Dad” was an example provided of 
an interviewing technique for children ages three to five; the evaluator and the child each 
have toy phones and the child is asked to ‘call’ both parents using the phone. The child is 
encouraged to play both themselves and the role of each parent with the evaluator asking 
questions about the child’s statements, behaviours and feelings (p. 293). Benjamin and 
Gollan (2003) focused their suggestions only on the interviewing of adolescents as they 
stated pre-adolescent children in this context are highly suggestible and prone to 
inaccurate reports. They presented brief suggestions to the conduct of the interview with 
an adolescent including building rapport, providing ground rules, ascertaining truth-
telling and using open-ended questions. They also provided a substantial list of structured 
assessment questions for interviews with a teen, which included questions such as “Has 
your relationship changed with each parent since they separated?” “When have your 
parents met with your teachers?” and “What kinds of topics does each parent talk to you 
about, either in person or on the phone?” 
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Hynan (2014) and Stahl (2011) wrote further publications that provided 
information across many of the domains for evaluators. Both presented a review of the 
research on the accuracy of children’s statements and suggestions as to the process of an 
interview based on the research. They each noted the importance of process aspects to an 
interview like gaining rapport, explaining the evaluator’s role and limits to confidentiality 
and explaining ground rules. Both publications also offered a detailed review of the 
research on interviewing children, including issues such as age, memory, suggestibility, 
impact of language and clarified the types of questions that reduce the risk of problems.  
Hynan (2014) provided a detailed description of a suggested interview structure 
including beginning with pre-substantive issues such as ground rules, initially using 
open-ended questions to gain a free narrative from children, concentrating on non-
controversial topics first such as school, friends, routine activities, followed by more 
difficult topics like relationships with parents, and using specific or focused questions 
later in the interview when necessary. Stahl (2011) also provided a range of sample 
questions, along with the rationale for asking these questions. For example, questions 
such as “Where do you go to school? What are some of your favourite activities?” were 
suggested as a means of initially focusing on the child’s life, rather than the divorce (p. 
291). Further along in the interview, a question like “How do your parents treat/feel about 
each other?” was suggested to give an indication of how much the child sees of parental 
hostility and how the child handles loyalty conflicts and possibly angry parents (p. 293). 
4.2.1.3 Peer-reviewed journal publications. Although there is a myriad of 
journal publications available related to the topic of child custody evaluations, there are a 
limited number of these which specifically focus on the interviewing of children. Since 
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Hynan (1998), only a handful of articles have been published related explicitly to 
interviewing children for family law matters. Some of these provided a review of 
research from the child witness literature and recommendations for interviewing children 
in family law proceedings based on this research (Crossman et al., 2002; Kuehnle et al., 
2004; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Saywitz et al., 2010). These articles outlined the 
empirical findings of the impact of memory and language development on the accuracy 
of child testimony. They also highlighted factors that have been found to influence 
children’s suggestibility such as age and interviewing techniques. Based on this 
information they presented principles or recommendations for the process of interviewing 
children which, for the most part, include the factors outlined earlier herein; use of 
developmentally appropriate vocabulary and language structure, the importance of 
building rapport, making the purpose of the interview and ground rules clear, being 
impartial and open-minded (i.e. considering various hypotheses and explanations), using 
open-ended questioning and refraining from suggestive interviewing techniques (e.g. 
repeated questioning). Additionally, Crossman et al. (2002), and Powell and Lancaster 
(2003) emphasised that caution should be exercised in relation to children giving 
preferences around living arrangements and the adjudication of weight to be allocated to 
their preferences.  
Most of these articles did not provide specific suggestions about interview format 
and questioning. One exception was the article by Saywitz and colleagues (2010). These 
authors offered sample questions to many of the suggestions in each of the ten principles 
outlined for interviewing children in custody cases. For example, they advised evaluators 
to “create an objective, non-judgmental atmosphere” and “demonstrate a willingness to 
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hear all sides” (p. 551). For evaluators to demonstrate objectivity, they suggested 
evaluators ask about positive times with both parents through a question like; “Tell me 
more about that time. It sounds like it is a very good memory. You had fun with your 
mum/dad that day” (p. 551). Another principle they proposed was the use of “general, 
open-ended, non-leading questions that call for multi-word responses” (p. 555). For 
example, when children mention an event, they suggested asking them to “Tell me what 
happened” and to encourage children to elaborate with requests like “You said something 
happened, tell me more about the time,” or “What happened next? I’m confused” (p. 
555). In the appendices to the article they also provided practical suggestions for 
simplifying language and avoiding difficult concepts, sample instructions from research 
studies and a list of frequent interview topics.  
Garber’s (2007) article was the only one to offer a description of a specific 
protocol for use in interviewing children for custody evaluations. After a brief review of 
the literature concerning forensic child interviews, Garber (2007) introduced the Query 
Grid, “designed to assist interviewers in eliciting accurate reports from court-involved 
children aged four through twelve years old” (Garber, 2007, p. 4). The tool used a four 
column grid; each column being separately labelled happy, sad, mad and scared while the 
rows were labelled with different child-specific contexts (e.g. home-with-dad, home-
with-mum, school, etc). From the description of the procedure it appeared the contexts 
were determined by the interviewer. After introduction of the task with a benign context, 
the interviewer was to prompt the child to fill in each square with an event, e.g. 
something that makes the child feel happy at school. Garber (2007) stated that the Query 
Grid could be used as a standardised, structured interview tool, “which serves to 
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minimise anxiety associated with [the] interview in part by granting the child some 
control over the process” (Garber, 2007, p. 13). 
4.2.1.4 Potential issues with the current literature. The above examination 
shows there is current literature that provides principles and guidance to evaluators and 
interviewers, much of which now does refer to the research on children’s testimony.  It is 
clearly important to have principles and general guides to interviewing children for 
family law matters which are based on relevant research. As shown by the literature 
outlined, they can provide helpful information for professionals interviewing children for 
these matters. However, the issue with guidelines and principles is they are broad in 
nature and there can be problems with how they are applied. Evaluation research of 
investigative interviewing in relation to criminal investigations in many countries has 
shown there is little relation between interviewers’ knowledge of best-practice guidelines 
and actual interview practice (for review, see Lamb, 2016). What interviewers are told to 
do and what they actually do are two different things.  
Even after training in interviewing skills, trainees have been shown not to use 
these skills reliably in practice (e.g. Davies, Wilson, Mitchell, & Milson, 1995; Warren et 
al., 1999). For example, a Norwegian team of researchers examined a national sample of 
224 investigative interviews in alleged sexual abuse cases across a 10 year period (2002-
2012) in order to determine whether interview practice had improved over the decade. 
The sample was randomly drawn from a list of all police reported child sexual abuse 
cases during this period, with proportional frequency given to all Norwegian police 
districts. The results indicated that the frequency of open-ended, directive, option-posing 
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and suggestive questions asked did not change in the period studied despite the continued 
implementation of training programs (Johnson et al., 2015). Michael Lamb’s (2016) 
recent review of countless evaluation studies spanning three decades and numerous 
countries (e.g. US, Canada, Sweden, Australia, Norway, New Zealand, Israel) concluded 
that, while interview quality can be improved, it takes elements such as the use of 
structured interview protocols, ongoing supervision, expert feedback, continued practice 
opportunities over time and personal motivation for interviewer trainees to adequately 
implement best-practice interviewing techniques (e.g. Lamb, Sternberg, Orbach, 
Hershkowitz, Horowitz, & Esplin, 2002; Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005). For example, 
Lamb and colleagues (2002) compared four different training methods used to train 21 
experienced forensic interviewers. They examined 96 forensic interviews with children 
conducted in the six months prior to training, and 96 interviews conducted following 
training. The training method found to have the best results in terms of interview quality 
(structure and informativeness) was intensive training in the use of a highly structured 
interview protocol followed by continuing supervision and detailed individual feedback.    
Similarly, despite all good intentions, even very proficient child custody 
evaluators may not sufficiently take into account good practice techniques for 
interviewing children even though they are aware of them. For example, in Garber’s 
(2007) description of the Query Grid tool he stated that “nothing” and “I don’t know” 
responses were to be gently discouraged (“I need something to go in this square”) (p. 9) 
and the interviewer may even use comments like, “We can’t get back to playing until all 
of these squares are filled in” (p. 9).  However children’s accuracy has been shown to 
benefit from being allowed to say “I don’t know” (Mulder & Vrij, 1996; Poole & 
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Lindsay, 2001). Rather than allowing the child to provide a general free narrative around 
their life and experiences, the Query Grid is quite focused in relation to what the child 
can talk about (situations where they were happy, sad, mad and scared in certain 
contexts), which may heighten errors. There are also significant issues with the use of 
negative reinforcement (e.g. “we can’t get back to playing until all of these squares are 
filled in”) to elicit responses from a child (Ceci & Bruck, 1995). Even though Garber 
(2007) acknowledges the information generated from the Query Grid should not be 
regarded as decisive, these types of techniques can elicit unreliable data that may be used 
by courts to make far-reaching decisions.  
A further illustration  of potential issues are the play techniques suggested by 
Rohrbaugh (2008) as means of interviewing young children for child custody evaluations. 
Play techniques may be helpful in building rapport, but many of these types of clinical 
assessment methods lack empirical validation to support their use in forensic contexts 
(for review, see Murrie, Martindale, & Epstein, 2009). Other authors in this field have 
specifically asserted that there is a “tremendous risk in relying on children’s play as a 
means of gathering accurate family data” (Stahl, 2011, p. 106). Likewise, the position 
taken by Benjamin and Gollan (2003) that it is good practice for evaluators not to 
conduct individual interviews with pre-adolescent children due to reliability and validity 
concerns, is not necessarily congruent with research. Other than being impractical (as 
many family law matters concern younger children), there does not seem to be any 
empirical evidence to support pre-adolescent children from being excluded from 
interviews for a family report (Kuehnle et al., 2004). Instead the literature shows that if 
interviews are conducted using best-practice techniques, even young children can provide 
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reliable information. These examples indicate that although there are numerous 
informative guidelines and textbooks available to assist interviewers, putting these into 
practice can be very difficult and some of the suggestions given are potentially 
problematic.  
4.2.2 Review of actual interview practice with children in the family law context.  
The second, and arguably more important, aspect to consider in reviewing the 
literature on child interviews for family law matters is what it tells us about how children 
are actually being interviewed. As stated previously, interviewers do not necessarily 
implement best-practice guidelines even though they may be available. To know how (if 
at all) evaluators or interviewers of children for family law matters are utilising the 
information provided in guidelines, textbooks and articles, we must examine recorded 
examples of actual interviews with children.  
There appear to only be two published articles that provide any sort of 
documentation of how children are interviewed for family law matters. The first article by 
Kuehnle (1998) is a case study where the author examined the conduct and report of a 
psychologist who was appointed by the court to conduct a custody evaluation involving 
allegations of child sexual abuse. Based on an analysis of the psychologist’s evaluation 
and testimony in court, Kuehnle reported the psychologist used directive, leading, and 
pressured interviewing of the young child (2½ years of age) over a series of eight 
sessions. For example, in a session with both parents and the child, he instructed the 
parents to direct the child to tell the truth. The child reportedly asked the psychologist to 
ask her father the same questions. To this the psychologist responded, “You want me to 
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ask him if he’s doing bad things?” Based on the psychologist’s own testimony of his 
interviewing, he also used developmentally inappropriate language and sentence structure 
with the child.  
The second article, by van Nijnatten and Jongen (2011), presented an analysis of 
four videotaped interactions between children and social workers employed by the Dutch 
Child Protection Board (CPB). The authors stated the CPB gets involved when the court 
requests recommendations on a decision about the arrangements for children. Although 
the social workers’ roles are also of a counselling nature, the intention of meeting with 
children is to inform them about the court procedures and obtain disclosures from the 
children that may assist the court. Based on these four ‘interviews’, van Nijnatten and 
Jongen (2011) found that there were significant problems in how the professionals related 
to the children both in terms of the process and content elicited. For example, there were 
minimal discussions or disclosures about family events or any divorce-related issues. 
Role expectations and explanations of procedures were not related to the children 
sufficiently. Instead much time was spent playing games and talking about hobbies and 
friends. One of the social workers stated they did not have a concrete agenda prior to the 
interview, while another had not made up her mind whether to talk to the children 
together or separately prior to meeting them. Overall, very little reliable or helpful 
information was obtained by the professionals about the children’s lives, and there were 
issues in relation to the process undertaken by the professionals in obtaining that 
information.   
The examples provided by Kuehnle (1998) and van Nijnatten and Jongen (2011) 
(section 4.2.2 above) highlight the stark issue that professionals may not have the 
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appropriate skills to interview children for family law matters. Based on the current state 
of the literature we know very little about the ‘how’ of good practice interviewing of 
children in this context. There is almost no record of how children are being interviewed 
and whether the techniques used are eliciting reliable and useful accounts from children. 
There are many guidelines, principles and suggestions of how best-practice principles 
determined from the criminal law context can be applied. Some of these provide helpful 
information, while a few raise concerns. As shown by the examples in Kuehnle (1998) 
and van Nijnatten and Jongen (2011), without documentation and evaluation of 
interviews it is possible they are being conducted in ways that are unreliable, in light of 
the findings from the child developmental field. This is not acceptable in the legal context 
where information from child interviews can have significant ramifications for a family 
and others involved. 
4.3 Conclusion and Rationale for Thesis Design   
As can be seen in this chapter, there is much remaining to be explored in relation 
to the interviewing of children for family law matters. Fifteen years ago, Gould (1998) 
called for the use of a standard interview protocol by evaluators to ensure each child is 
interviewed in a similar fashion and to allow others to repeat the interview steps 
followed. Yet this is an area still in its infancy and there is lots of work that needs to be 
done. There are good grounds for children to be interviewed for these disputes, both in 
terms of their rights to be heard and involved, and with respect to the information they 
can provide to decision makers in determining parenting arrangements. The child 
developmental and investigative interviewing literature has provided best-practice 
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principles for interviewing children in general, which have been utilised by some in 
offering guidelines and suggestions for the process and content of interviews with 
children in the family law context. What is clear though is, despite the abundance of 
publications on child custody evaluations, no one has yet extensively examined how 
children involved in parenting disputes are actually being interviewed and the 
effectiveness of current interviewing techniques.  Considering forensic interviewing of 
children has been described as among the most complex tasks a mental health 
professional can undertake (Benedek et al., 2010), there is an important need to conduct 
this type of research.  
The salient issue identified in the review (above) is the lack of empirical research 
about how children are interviewed for family law matters. Although there are numerous 
guidelines and resources provided for interviewers in this field, there is very limited 
evidence showing whether these principles are utilised or agreed to by the professionals 
interviewing children for family law matters and what impact they have on the 
information provided by children. The wealth of information available from the child 
developmental and investigative interviewing literature about the effect of appropriate 
interviewing and questioning techniques on children now needs to be practically 
extended to the family law context.  
Overall, the aim of future research should therefore include investigation of: (a) 
how children are actually being interviewed for reports in family law proceedings; (b) 
what effect known interviewing techniques has in the family law context; and (c) how 
best practice interviewing can be applied for reporting in family law proceedings. One of 
the first tasks is to gain a clearer understanding of how children are being interviewed. As 
42 
 
an initial means of determining how interviews are being carried out, in-depth qualitative 
interviews could be conducted with professionals in the field. Analysis of discussions 
with professionals about their interviewing practice of children for family reports and 
what they consider constitutes best-practice interviewing may generate ideas for the 
development of appropriate techniques in this context. It would also allow for 
comparison of the principles outlined in publications with what professionals in the field 
think about best-practice interviewing. This was the design and purpose of the study 
reported in Chapter 5 herein.  
After exploring how children are being interviewed, the next phase would be to 
build on these findings and test appropriate interviewing techniques for the family law 
context to help determine best-practice guidelines/protocols. Research could be 
conducted to determine the effect of relevant questions, such as questions focusing on 
topics like home life and family relationships. One way this might be done is through 
naturalistic work with children where the children are interviewed and their answers 
analysed and compared against parents’ responses to examine the validity and fidelity of 
the interview questions and methods, as is reported in the study in Chapter 6 herein. This 
will have limitations given the reconstructive nature of memory, however, it would 
provide a starting point for understanding different interviewing techniques in the family 
law context.  The outcome of this work will hopefully allow for the development of more 
effective interviewing of children involved in parenting disputes, which is important 
considering the criticisms already raised about the validity and reliability of child custody 
evaluations (e.g. Emery et al., 2005; Tippins & Wittmann, 2005). Children involved in 
these difficult circumstances deserve for their voices to be heard properly.  
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CHAPTER 5 – PROFESSIONALS’ VIEWS ABOUT CHILD INTERVIEWS FOR 
FAMILY LAW ASSESSMENTS (STUDY 1)
5
 
This chapter presents the first study of this thesis, which sought to qualitatively 
explore how family law professionals conduct and/or understand child interviews for 
family law assessments. More and more children are being interviewed for family law 
assessments (Ackerman & Brey Pritzl, 2011; Bow & Quinnell, 2002) and Chapter 2 
highlighted the importance and benefit of children having a voice in matters like 
parenting decisions after separation. This both provides children the opportunity to 
express their thoughts about parenting arrangements and offers decision makers unique 
and important information about their lives (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2009). Yet, as stated 
previously, forensic interviews with children are challenging to conduct and among the 
most complex tasks a mental health professional can undertake (Benedek et al., 2010; 
Powell, 2002). Having a set of interview guidelines to follow can be a first step in making 
this task manageable.   
Good Practice Guidelines for Interviewing Children  
Chapter 4 reviewed the numerous publications available that provide general 
suggestions for practitioners on how to interview children for family law matters (e.g. 
American Psychological Association, 2010; Association of Family and Conciliation 
Courts, 2007; Crossman et al., 2002; Fuhrmann & Zibbell, 2011; Kuehnle et al., 2004; 
Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Saywitz et al., 2010). Although every child custody case is 
                                                          
5
 This study has been published. The full reference is Turoy-Smith, K. M., Powell, M. B., & Brubacher, S. 
P. (2018). Professionals‘ views about child interviews for family law assessments. Family Court Review, 
56, 607-622. doi:10.1111/fcre.12379. 
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unique, the literature on best practice interviewing considered in Chapter 3, provides 
some key issues that should be considered. The review in Chapter 4 and other reviews 
(e.g. Crossman et al., 2002; Saywitz et al., 2010) focused on interview setting (e.g., 
interview children individually, provide an age-appropriate environment with minimal 
distraction, explain what will happen to the information provided) and interview 
procedure. With regard to the latter, it was suggested that interviewers should build 
rapport with their child interviewees, explain the purpose of the interview and the 
interviewers’ role in developmentally-appropriate language, deliver ground rules, practice 
children in responding to open-ended questions (episodic memory training), ask about the 
child’s life using predominantly open-ended questions, avoid leading questions, elicit the 
majority of information through verbal recall rather than nonverbal aids (props), and 
adopt children’s terms. The reviews emphasized the information-gathering role of the 
interview. In other words, interviewers should be unbiased and test alternative 
hypotheses.  
Gaps in Knowledge about the Conducting of Child Custody Interviews 
Despite numerous informative publications for professionals who interview 
children in family law matters, Chapter 4 also highlighted that very little is known about 
the ‘how’ of good practice interviewing of children in the family law context. Besides the 
few case studies discussed (Kuehnle, 1998; van Nijnatten and Jongen, 2011), there is no 
record of guidelines being implemented, how relevant and useful interviewers find the 
guidelines for the family law context, and whether the techniques elicit reliable and 
useful accounts from children.  
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The current study addresses the need for further research into the interviewing of 
children for family law matters. As expressed in Chapter 4, an initial way of exploring 
how family law professionals conduct custody interviews is through in-depth interviews 
with professionals in the field. In-depth interviews offer a rich source of data and provide 
a valuable means of understanding professionals’ views of the child interview as a 
component of the custody assessment and the relevance of best practice interviewing 
principles. Given that this is the first known study to really examine the interviewing of 
children in the family law context, an exploratory approach was appropriate and no 
specific hypotheses were made.  Nonetheless, it was anticipated that the current study 
might make comparisons between good practice interviewing principles outlined in 
publications and the views of professionals in the field. The aims of this study are 
therefore to consider the key observations of participants about interviewing children for 
family law matters, briefly compare the processes described by professionals with those 
outlined in current publications, and generate recommendations and suggestions for 
interviewing children in family law matters, as well as for future empirical investigation.  
 
Method 
Participants 
Participants included fifteen professionals (twelve females, three males) from five 
jurisdictions in Australia who had experience in the area of family law and interviewing 
children for forensic purposes. The term forensic is adopted in a broad sense, as it is used 
in the Specialty Guidelines for Forensic Psychology (American Psychological 
Association, 2013), referring to professional practice “when applying the scientific, 
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technical, or specialized knowledge of psychology to the law to assist in addressing legal, 
contractual and administrative matters”. The fifteen professionals represented law, social 
work, psychology, and psychiatry, and worked in a range of professional settings 
including private practice, government employed services, and academia. Twelve 
participants had interviewed children for family law purposes, while three had conducted 
interviews with children in other settings (e.g., research concerning children’s views, 
child protection). All participants had extensive experience in their particular field, 
having at least ten years of professional experience within either the family law arena or 
working with families and children. The heterogeneity of participants was intentional 
because all of the professionals comprise aspects of the multi-disciplinary system that is 
family law and child welfare.  
Professionals were recruited via a number of pathways. Some participants were 
recruited with the assistance of the head of a government service dealing with family law, 
with recommendations provided as to potential participants. Others were recruited 
through previously known networks of my supervisor and the use of snowball sampling, 
whereby participants provided suggestions and/or contact details for other professionals. 
Professionals were individually invited to participate in the study by email invitation and 
an interview arranged if they were interested in participating.  
More specific information regarding the profile of these professionals has not 
been provided to ensure anonymity. Further, any identifying information was removed 
from quotes, which were also corrected (where appropriate) for wording or grammatical 
errors. The final sample size was determined once data saturation had been reached, that 
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is, when no new information was being obtained about the topics of inquiry (see Sim & 
Wright, 2000), and when a balanced sample of diverse professionals was achieved.  
Procedure 
The study design was approved by the Deakin University Human Research 
Advisory Group (Health). The interviews ranged in duration from 17 to 132 mins (M = 
43 mins, SD = 27 mins) and were conducted either face-to-face or via telephone or Skype 
during the period April 2013 to February 2014. Participants were invited to participate 
either individually or in focus groups, however, due to the geographical distance between 
most participants, the majority of interviews were conducted individually. Only one 
interview was conducted as a small focus group with two participants.  
The interviews were semi-structured. They commenced with a broad open-ended 
question about the participant’s professional background and their involvement with 
family law matters, followed by a series of prompts. The prompts initially asked 
participants to comment on (1) how they believed child interviews for family law 
purposes could follow best practice and meet the needs of the relevant Court, and (2) 
what issues they would like addressed in future research. Following the first two 
interviews the prompts were amended and instead enquired about: (1) if participants had 
conducted child interviews for family law matters, what type of information they sought 
from children and how they sought this information (process and interview techniques); 
(2) issues or problems in interviewing children in this field; (3) how child interviews for 
family law purposes might be improved; and (4) what issues they would like addressed in 
future research. Participants who had not interviewed children for family law purposes 
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were only asked about their perspectives on whether they felt there were any issues or 
problems with interviewing children in this field, how child interviews might be 
improved and what issues they would like addressed in future research. 
A conversational or recursive style of interviewing was employed to allow the 
interviewer to pursue any lines of inquiry raised by participants. Participants had the 
freedom to direct the discussion towards issues and experiences that were personally 
relevant to them, and to express their own understanding of these experiences and issues. 
I conducted all but one interview, which was conducted by a colleague.  
Data management and analysis  
The interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim. An inductive, 
methodical coding process using principles of grounded theory was employed to analyse 
the interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Firstly, each transcript was subjected to open 
coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) where each line was analysed (i.e. reduction) and 
concepts identified that could describe the potential meaning of participants’ statements. 
Statements with related concepts were grouped together. The transcripts were then re-
examined for statements that supported the identified concepts, and finally grouped 
according to core themes. Further, the coding process was collaborative in nature; I, 
along with my supervisor, independently read each transcript thoroughly and then met to 
identify common concepts and develop the core themes. Such discussions assisted in 
refining the categories and themes to ensure they satisfactorily captured the content of the 
interviews and allowed for the large volume of data to be expressed in a meaningful, 
succinct way (see Miles & Huberman, 1984).  
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Results 
All fifteen professionals consistently expressed the view that interviewing 
children and conducting assessments for family law purposes is complex and unique 
work, and that there was limited guidance on interviewing children in this area.  The 
complexity of the work appeared to be due to a combination of various factors: 1) the 
variable nature of each case and therefore variability in what each interview and 
assessment required; 2) the unpredictability of interviews and need to be flexible in order 
to obtain the best information and test hypotheses; and 3) the high volatility and toxicity 
of these matters, which sometimes created safety issues for the professional themselves.  
 
So the information you want to get changes depending on the complexity of the case. 
Sometimes you go after relationship information. Sometimes you go after specific 
event information. Sometimes it’s a complete clinical forensic assessment where 
there is an event that you need to find out about (P10). 
 
On a continuum, at one end, it can just be about meeting kids and saying, “Tell us 
about what’s happening for you and for mum and dad,” and at the other end it can be 
high levels of intervention where we’re gently challenging children about their 
narrative (P5).  
 
It’d be good if the outside community could understand personally just how 
absolutely terrible some families are for children to live in. And not the worst 
ones where [there’s] violence and abuse, but ongoing toxicity and conflict. A lot 
of cases in the Family Courts are like that, and the kids really struggle (P8).  
 
There were otherwise three overall topics raised in the interviews: 1) specific challenges 
involved with interviewing children for family law assessments/child custody evaluations 
(and in conducting the work generally), 2) the purpose of the child interview within the 
overall assessment, and 3) the process and strategies utilised in the child interview. The 
participants’ perspectives in relation to these topics will be discussed in turn. 
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Challenges in Interviewing Children for Family Law Assessments/Child Custody 
Evaluations 
Participants reported challenges centred around four main topics. The first 
challenge, mentioned by over half of participants (n=9/15), related to how the interview 
and assessment process could be harmful for children. This issue was reflected in 
discussions about the prior interviewing of children and involvement of other services, 
such as human services, police, and counsellors. Repetitive interviewing of children was 
perceived as damaging and potentially traumatizing, particularly where there were abuse 
allegations and there had been involvement of police and/or human services. Participants 
also expressed their worries about the consequences for children from the interview and 
the information relayed in the report. They were concerned about how children’s 
disclosures in interviews may negatively affect their relationships with their parents. 
These participants were clear that “what you’re trying to do first and foremost is … to do 
no damage, no harm” and their challenge was trying to balance the need to provide 
important information to the court with ensuring children and their relationships with 
parents were not harmed.       
 
Some parents have requested me to see the child two or three times because the 
child has changed their mind and the only reason the child has changed their 
mind is because mum or dad have grilled the kid “what’d you say!” and then 
“you should have said this” and then the kids want to talk to me again. And I 
have to seriously think whether I will have this second or third interview. 
Sometimes I’ve done it and sometimes I haven’t. But usually it’s illustrative if 
there’s a real shift in what the child has to say. I’m thinking of one particular case 
of where the father requested me to see the child three times. And each time the 
child was more and more terrified and it was obvious dad was just really 
hounding this child to death ... I spoke to the ICL and the ICL’s position was that 
[due to] procedural fairness and all, it was required that I concede to the father’s 
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wishes. I felt really bad about it, really bad about it. I felt it was an abuse of 
process (P14).  
 
If a child is totally alienated from a parent and they have really irrational beliefs 
and thoughts about that parent, articulating those thoughts and beliefs only 
cement it further, only create more problems. Sometimes you get a little taste of it 
and then you go, “I’ve got enough of that, I don’t really need to go further. I don’t 
need to do some deep assessment of that” (P10). 
 
They have to deal with the repercussion of the consequences of what they say… 
The more significant things [children] say, the more serious those matters might 
be, and the more we might have to include them. So it’s that kind of tension about 
making sure that the court has important information about safety and wellbeing 
versus exposing them to consequences (P6). 
  
It was perceived that repetitive interviewing could enforce practiced scripts and thereby 
create more problems. In other words, participants expressed challenges related to being 
able to determine what children thought and felt, rather than what they may have been 
told by others.  
 
[There can be difficulties] dealing with issues about alignment, where children 
have been heavily influenced by one parent and are encouraged to reject the other 
parent. They come with a script, and we actually need to do some work to unpick 
that script and to look at what the underlying issues are that are actually 
informing that child’s view (P5). 
 
I have to listen very carefully to try and work out whether the message is scripted, 
whether it’s their language, their message that they’re giving. Or whether it’s a 
message they’re giving on behalf of somebody else (P14).  
 
The second challenge highlighted by some participants was the time available for 
interviewing children. Some participants expressed that the time report-writers had with 
children was limited and they were unsure of the impact of only (usually) meeting with 
children once. Some were concerned about reports by interviewers based on potentially 
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inadequate information from children. Interestingly, there were others who felt some 
report-writers spent too long interviewing children.  
 
[There’s an issue around] whether the short time frame[s] that are given for 
meeting with children are enough to allow children to feel comfortable. [Whether 
it is enough time] to share what is often very personal and sensitive information 
with another professional (P16).  
 
I find that some people seem to spend enormous long time with the child and I 
wonder why. An interview with a child should not be long, not in my view, not 
in these matters because the purpose of the information that you need, it’s fairly 
discrete. It can be quite an unnerving experience for a young child, a child under 
the age of seven say, to spend 40 minutes with somebody … So I think that 
clinicians having a clear idea of what it is they want and how they are going to 
get it and trying to make the interview as painless and as short as possible is 
important (P14).  
 
The third challenge related to the experience of expectations from the legal 
system which some considered to be discordant with what they felt could be achieved or 
was suitable. A few participants discussed how children were still ordered to be 
interviewed for reports when they felt the interview would not be helpful, such as with a 
pre-school aged child. Others expressed frustration with inherent conflicts between the 
legal system and social science; the legal system’s need for fact and certainty which 
social science could not necessarily provide.  
 
Children’s responses to some of the questions, even if it’s non-verbal, are very 
important. And that’s hard in a legal setting where … obviously the focus is on 
coherency of accounts, being able to link things to particular events, sense of 
time. So we get into some really complex situations where [children’s] testimony 
is not seen as particularly useful because they can’t actually time it to particular 
dates. It’s very frustrating … So part of the challenge in these sorts of cases is 
often how do you reconcile and think about multiple different perspectives and 
different stories about what’s happened. And sometimes it’s absolutely 
irreconcilable and you’re asked often as the expert witness then to come up with 
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something that somehow brings it together. Sometimes that’s not possible. And 
the legal system, of course, requires [and] wants that (P7). 
 
The concern that I have about a lot of the evidence that the court gets is it’s not 
the children’s views at all. It’s the expert’s views based on unreliable 
conversations with children (P1). 
 
The last issue raised by many participants (n=12/15) was the high level of skill 
and specialization they felt was required by professionals who conduct assessments for 
the family law courts. Although training and skills at interviewing were expressed to be 
important by almost all, some participants also perceived overall experience as critical in 
order to understand family patterns, recognize issues and generate hypotheses about what 
was occurring in the family system, i.e. “putting things together, that’s the next level.” 
This included being aware of and transparent about the limitations of the interview and 
assessment, and recognizing one’s own boundaries about “what you can say according to 
your qualifications and expertise, and what you shouldn’t say.”  
Along with the importance participants placed on experience and training, they 
expressed a desire for guidelines to assist them and others with interviewing children. 
Some participants spoke directly about the lack of a framework for interviewing children 
in this field. Others referred to it indirectly by speaking about the variety in approaches 
used by interviewers and how consistency in strategies would assist. However, 
participants were reticent for such guidelines to be prescriptive and some expressed 
concern that the introduction of a framework or guidelines would lower report writers’ 
effectiveness during interviews. 
  
I suspect there are some in this area who don’t have those skills or who need to 
improve their skills ... there are very significant issues I think with contracted 
experts. So the Family Consultants we have in the court are experienced 
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practitioners and they’re often very good at their job and that’s widely 
recognised. I won’t say all of them but many of them are very good. That is not 
the understanding of some contracted experts in this area who are probably very 
poor at their jobs and unfortunately whose recommendations can still be highly 
influential in family law matters. So I think the same problem as you have with 
Independent Children’s Lawyers, you’ve got a real variety of expertise and 
capacity in terms of the experts (P16). 
 
I’m also really mindful that it shouldn’t be a prescriptive process either. I guess 
it’s trying to manage that, it’s about how much of a framework do you put in 
place without it becoming prescriptive, because you don’t want it to be such that 
people only follow that. But it could be beneficial to have some guidelines around 
[interviewing] (P11).  
 
Purpose of the Child Interview  
The key message expressed by participants with respect to the purpose of a child 
interview in family law assessments/child custody evaluations was the importance of 
interviewers knowing and understanding what they were trying to achieve from the 
interview and also from their role in general. Due to the complexity and variability of the 
work, participants highlighted that the purpose of the interview was likely to differ 
depending on the individual case. For example, one case may involve one parent with 
serious drug and alcohol use, while another involves cohabiting arrangements with 
equally suited parents. The role the child interview plays in each assessment can therefore 
be widely different and will carry different weight. It was also highlighted that the work 
or goals of the Family Court in relation to children is unlike the goals or issues of courts 
determining child protection issues.  
 
The main question in the Family Court is ‘what is the best parenting role for this 
child or that child’, not an unacceptable risk of harm … Most of the court does 
not visit [the issue of unacceptable risk of harm], it really is concerned about the 
extent to which the allegation itself may be an abusive allegation (P14).  
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Whether it is to gather information from the child or get a better understanding 
that’s going to inform our assessment of that child. Or whether it’s simply to give 
the child an opportunity so that we, in a sense, are also observing the child and 
where they’re at, I think that varies. What the purpose of the interview is, is 
defined on a case-by-case basis really (P4).  
 
Discussions otherwise concentrated on two aspects of purpose; the child as provider of 
information and the child as valued participant. 
Child as provider of information. Participants expressed that interviews with 
children were important for information gathering reasons; children were able to provide 
unique and valuable information about themselves and their families which would assist 
in the assessment and decision making process. Many participants described, in some 
form or another, the legal considerations found in s60CC of the Family Law Act 1975, 
with particular focus on determining the nature of a child’s relationship (or attachment) 
with their parents and others in the family and assessing risk factors. Other aspects 
perceived to be important included ascertaining the impact of the separation and court 
process on the child (e.g. how they are adjusting to the parenting arrangements), getting a 
sense of what the child is like and who they are (cognitively, developmentally, current 
functioning), discovering how and what the child understands about what is happening 
for their family, and learning about the family dynamics and the capacity of the parents 
through the child’s descriptions.  
 
What I think is more important about interviewing children for family law matters 
is to obtain accounts of [the] home life in each of the households. And that 
provides evidence that’s relevant to your assessment of parenting capacity, your 
assessment of risk, and also your assessment of the quality and the nature of [the] 
child’s relationships with different people (P1). 
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I try to understand the child’s attachment, representations (how the child thinks 
about the relationships around them), and wanting to assess that child’s sense of 
security or otherwise. A simple way of saying this is, what are the wishes of the 
child, but it’s a little bit more than that. It’s how can the child understand what’s 
going on? (P7).  
 
Child as valued participant. The concept of the child as a valued participant in 
the process was highlighted by almost all participants. Some spoke about how the child 
interview was a unique chance to directly hear the views of the child. Others highlighted 
how the child could be given a voice in the proceedings through the interview. They felt 
it was important to ensure children felt adequately listened to, particularly as the dispute 
and outcome concerned them directly. It was expressed that the purpose of the interview 
was not just about obtaining information from a child (information being both facts and 
the child’s subjective perspective on issues), but also being able to inform children about 
the court, the decision making process, and the role of the report writer.  
 
I’m trying to get from the child, the part which nobody else brings to the court, 
the child’s evidence directly (P2).  
 
It’s making a point about giving children a voice in this. And I will always say 
that to children ... let the child know that they have a safe opportunity to 
communicate things (P7). 
 
I think trying to help children understand the court’s role and their role; that 
intermix of their views and the court making a decision that’s in their best interest 
…I feel really strongly that children should have a voice and should feel part of 
this process because it’s about them. And that if we do our jobs properly then 
when we get them in our room we take the focus off “what school do you want to 
go to?” or “do you like Friday or Saturday?” We can put them at ease about who 
we are, what’s going to happen. We can explain some things to them. We can 
give them an opportunity to talk about what they might want to talk about (P8).  
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Process and Strategies Utilized in the Child Interview 
Many participants expressed that they did not have a set or pre-determined 
structure to their interviews with children. Some participants talked about having a loose 
plan, while others, expressed they “just kind of take it as it comes and try and see what I 
can get.” However, despite this and some participants expressing they do not know what 
other people do, it was apparent there was certain consistency between the majority of 
participants about key elements of the interview. These key aspects included explaining 
the purpose of the interview and assessment to children, providing a clear overview of the 
process of the interview and ground rules (e.g. explanation about the office or room they 
would be taken to, where their parents would be during the interview/talk, what they can 
expect from the interview, outlining they are not obliged to say anything or talk about 
anything they do not want to), explaining the interviewer’s role in the process, explaining 
the court process and non-confidentiality of the interview and subsequent report, giving 
the child realistic expectations about how what they say might be taken into account and 
focusing on rapport building and gaining trust prior to asking more substantive questions 
about family and parenting arrangements.  
 
I always explain to them who I am first. Now depending on the ages of the 
children and depending on what they know … I get them to tell me what their 
explanation [of the court process] is and I tell them what my role is. That I don’t 
work with your mum and I don’t work with your dad, I work for the court. I have 
to speak to everyone and I have to try and find out everything I can about all of 
the families and all of the people (P1).  
 
Basically, I tell them that prior to the interview that they’re not going to be 
obliged to say anything or talk about anything that they don’t want to. There 
won’t be any right or wrong answers to any questions; it’s just a getting-to-
know-you process (P6). 
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So when I start off with a child, if they’re old enough to talk and to understand 
me, I will in an age-appropriate way explain non-confidentiality, who I am, and 
what my role is. [I say] that I’ll be writing something at the end that the judge 
will see, and I’ll explain as much as I can about what a judge is, and that their 
parents will see what  I write. I’ll say at the end of our talk we’ll work out 
together the best way for me to tell everybody what they’ve said so [the child] 
won’t be frightened and scared … [I try]to make it really clear to children in the 
beginning that although the court wants to hear what their views are, it isn’t 
necessarily going to make a decision that accords with those views, or that they 
will like. [I explain] that it’s the judge’s role to make a decision that they think, 
after listening to everybody, is the best (P8).  
 
It was expressed that throughout the process of interviewing children, it was 
important to recognize the limitations of the interview. These included limitations with 
respect to children’s capacities, the setting and time spent with the child, and ensuring 
these are all taken into account so what children express isn’t misinterpreted or given 
undue weight.   
 
You’re interviewing a child in an office which they’ve never seen before. And 
you’re a [person] they’ve never seen before. And as a consequence you have 
these artificial constraints particularly on younger children of shyness, lack of 
security, unfamiliarity. All of these things come into play which is why it’s 
extremely important, in my view, for the clinician not to place a huge amount 
of interest necessarily on what the child says because it’s an artificial 
environment. Sometimes the child will give you gold, but quite often a child 
won’t and you have to be very careful about making too many inferences 
about what the child has said because the whole structure for interviewing 
children in the Family Court, at least from a private practice perspective, is 
actually a fairly unpleasant one (P14).  
 
All participants who conducted family law assessments described the overall 
process similarly. The process always involved interviews with each parent, interviews 
with the children, and observations of the children with each parent. The order varied 
between report writers, but all were constantly included. Depending on the case and 
issues involved, there were also potential interviews with other family members, 
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collateral information to read (e.g. subpoenaed material) or collect (e.g. discussions with 
school teachers), and sometimes the use of psychological tests.  
Outside of the key elements, there were various other specific strategies or 
questioning techniques articulated by participants, with most of these being mentioned by 
a number of people. The use of a continuum or presentation of different scenarios and 
asking children how they felt about each one on a scale was one technique mentioned by 
a number of participants. 
 
I will [ask children to respond using] zero to ten. Ten is most happy… [I will] 
say “this is the arrangement now, how happy does that make you feel?” [The 
child] goes “eight”. Okay, and then, “what happens if it went back to what it was 
like?” “Well that’s a five.” And then kids actually understand the comparative, 
and it’s like a light comes on in their eyes (P10). 
 
Another technique described by many was asking the child what they knew about the 
interview and why it was happening in order to ascertain the child’s level of 
understanding about their circumstances.  
 
I try to ascertain what they understand about the reason why they’re here, to then 
start talking to them about their family (P4).  
 
Some used this type of question to determine how the child understood the current 
parenting arrangements or the separation, using this as a means of obtaining an 
assortment of information.  
 
One of the things I ask them is why did Mum and Dad separate? And I do that 
to kind of get a bit of a sense about how much they’ve been protected from 
adult issues versus how [many] gory details they’ve been exposed to or told. 
And also whether they have an attitude of blame, whether it’s all one parent’s 
fault or one parent is kind of the wrong doer. Just to get a perspective [about] 
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how that might colour their kind of experiences further down the track, and 
where that idea’s been promoted (P6).  
 
Many participants provided detail about which subject areas they would question 
children. These included: family violence, current arrangements, relationships, mental 
health, daily experiences, and trauma based questioning. A number of participants said 
that they try to assess a child’s developmental level throughout the interview and, 
depending on the training or background they had, others talked about using specific 
assessment tools such as attachment measures and psychological tests (e.g. Connors 
Behaviour Rating Scale, Family Relations Test).   
 
[I] find out about their experiences of the conflict, the family violence or if there 
has been any abuse ... The history of their relationship with both parents and what 
are the good things and the not so good things the parents do ... How they, [the] 
child, is travelling emotionally, how they’re coping with the conflict, how they’re 
coping with transition between one parent to the other. What their lives are like, 
what their daily experiences are with one parent or the other. What one parent 
thinks about the other parent... How they’re going at school, the friendship 
groups, trying to build up [a] pattern of self-competence and self-esteem. 
Whether they have any particular strong views about their care arrangements, [or] 
whether they’re really more concerned about upsetting one parent or the other. If 
there have been allegations of family violence, particularly between parents, 
trying to get some sort of understanding of the children’s experience of that, what 
their parents might have been like [at] previous conflict resolution or family 
fighting (P15).  
 
Some queries and potential concerns about the process were raised by those 
participants who had not interviewed children for family law matters. Although these 
participants did not conduct child interviews for family law, they were involved in the 
wider family law system. Their responses were predominately focused on how children 
involved in family law proceedings were being kept informed of the process.  They 
questioned whether the purpose of the interview was adequately explained to children 
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and whether children are given a choice as to how they want their views presented. They 
expressed that the final report and any subsequent orders should be explained to the 
children involved and children should be given feedback on how their views were used. It 
was important to these participants that children were kept informed and provided with 
appropriate information, but they felt that it was not currently clear how this should 
occur.   
 
Almost never is the family report explained to the child, as in, “Here’s how your 
views were taken into account in this report.” And when it comes to the orders 
themselves, as far as I’m aware, there is no consistent practice in how they’re 
explained to children (P12). 
 
The child [should be] given good information and helped to understand how they 
fit into the process and basically kept informed. Now one of the problems we 
have is that it’s not clear who, when or where that should happen (P16). 
 
Nonverbal aids. Several participants mentioned clinical techniques and 
nonverbal aids. These included using drawings, bear cards, doll’s houses, sand trays, and 
engagement strategies such as the miracle question (e.g. “okay, so tonight you’re going to 
go to sleep and you’re going to have these amazing dreams about what your life is going 
to be like, and when you wake up in the morning it’s your most perfect miracle world. 
What is that going to look like, what’s going to be different?”), three wishes (e.g. “I 
usually do something about having a wish or a magic wand [and]ask them if they could 
have three things what would it be”), and three houses (e.g. “It’s literally pictures of 
three houses: House of Worries, House of Good Things and House of Dreams … to talk 
with them and work through the things that might be worrying them about where they’re 
living, with their family, whatever the issue is”).  
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Some have Doll’s Houses that they would get children to play with and 
demonstrate what it’s like to transition from one home to another. Others have 
some sand trays. I’m not sure what age group they use those with. But certainly 
drawing is a pretty common one too (P4).  
 
Some participants talked about having these tools or other toys/cues available in order for 
children to feel less anxious in the interview and not have to make direct eye contact, for 
example, inviting them to draw while talking to them about their family. For the 
participants in this study, it appeared these techniques or aids were used for the purpose 
of relating to children and building rapport, rather than being an assessment component 
or ‘test’ of any kind.  Some participants did also raise concerns about how certain 
techniques might be used or interpreted by others.  
 
I make them sit here and I’ve got plenty of toys because kids find it much easier 
without the eye contact when you’re talking about really difficult stuff…There’s 
things like bear cards and things like that … There is no standardization of it. 
People use it however they like. They don’t understand the limitations of it, [that] 
if you only put down five emotions, then a child’s going to choose five emotions 
(P10). 
 
 
Discussion 
The overriding message to result from this study is that interviewing children for 
family law matters is intricate and challenging work and warrants considerable skills and 
expertise. All participants indicated that complexity colours many aspects of the 
assessment and the family law field in general which, in turn, presents various challenges 
to interviewing and the entire assessment process. These sentiments reflect literature that 
suggests the forensic interviewing of children is one of the most complex roles (e.g. 
Benedek et al., 2010), and in one of the most problematic and contentious areas of both 
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law and social science (Neoh et al., 2010). Such a role therefore calls for a high level of 
specialization, in training, experience, and interviewing skills, with all of these facets 
being important requirements. For example, someone with an established interviewing 
technique may still struggle because of the different case particulars and limited empirical 
guidance in relation to interviewing in this field. Likewise, although experience provides 
utility in understanding case phenomena, it does not necessarily make someone a good 
interviewer. Adequate skills in interviewing children are critical when children are 
expected to be interviewed for assessments (Bow & Quinnell, 2002).     
The content of interviewees’ responses about conducting interviews for family 
law matters fell into three main areas: specific challenges, the purpose of the interview 
within the overall assessment, and the process of conducting the interview itself. Each of 
these themes will be discussed in turn. Where applicable, suggestions are made for 
interviewing practice, further research, or both.  
Specific challenges 
A number of participants expressed concern that the interview has the potential 
for creating harm, either because the interviews themselves might be traumatic, or as a 
result of the interview’s consequences. The discussion concerning whether family law 
assessments/child custody evaluations are overall harmful or helpful is debated elsewhere 
(e.g. Gould & Posthuma, 2016; Turkat, 2016) and is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
There are, however, several ways these concerns can be mitigated (although not 
eliminated).  The majority of recent guidance for family law interviews highlighted the 
value of asking children to talk about the events and daily routines of their lives as a way 
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to gain insight about that child’s best interests (Crossman et al., 2002; Saywitz et al., 
2010). This process may be less confrontational for children than directly asking them 
about their living preferences, although this remains an empirical question worthy of 
investigation. When interviewing children who were involved in family law cases, 
Cashmore and Parkinson (2008) found that the majority of children (91%) expressed they 
wished to be part of the overall process, but they did not want to be responsible for 
ultimate decisions, including being asked to choose directly between parents. The 
opportunity to ‘have a say’ through an interview does not mean children should carry the 
responsibility of decision-making and interview practice can reflect this.  
 Interviewers can also reduce the risk of harm by keeping questions as open as 
possible while still directing children to the topics of interest, avoiding leading questions, 
and telling children at the commencement of the interview what will happen to the 
information they provide. Open questions provide the best opportunity to obtain an 
account of the situation in the child’s own words and minimize the likelihood of errors 
and misunderstandings between the interviewer and the child (Powell & Snow, 2007). 
Notwithstanding, disclosure to parents (via the report) of what they say will be a real 
issue of concern for some children. Being clear with children about both the lack of 
confidentiality in interviews and their rights to participate or not is important in 
supporting children, with both of these aspects of an interview being highlighted by 
participants in this study. The Australian Standards of Practice (2015) also emphasise 
these features of an interview, stating that children “must be advised of the purpose of the 
interviews and informed of what will happen with the information they provide” and 
“must be informed that they do not have to provide information, answer questions or 
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express views about which parent they may wish to live with or spend time with, or about 
any aspect of their parenting arrangements” (p.18).   
  By asking questions that are as open as possible whilst focused on topics of 
interest (e.g., “What happens at dinnertimes?”), interviewers can manage the length of 
their interviews. Several participants discussed the length of interviews as a specific 
challenge, but some found they did not have enough time while others were concerned 
they ran too long. When developing guidelines for family law interviews, it will be 
pertinent to generate a list of topics around which questioning should centre. Research is 
needed to 1) identify which topics are most critical to practitioners and the courts; and 2) 
examine children’s responses to topics under controlled conditions (e.g., as elicited by 
prescribed questions) to determine which topics tend to yield informative responses about 
children’s experiences.  
The remaining two specific challenges identified by participants were that the 
needs of the legal system are often discordant with the goals of the family law interview, 
and that these interviews require a high level of skill combined with experience. The 
solution to both of these is easy in concept and difficult in practice: education and 
training.  Experts in child development have called for legal professionals to receive 
education about the capacities and limitations of children to provide evidence (Powell, 
Westera, Goodman-Delahunty, & Pichler, 2016). Joint training has been suggested 
amongst several professional groups invested in child welfare (e.g., school professionals 
and social workers; Altshuler, 2003; mental health and child protection workers, 
Darlington & Feeney, 2008) and could be a fruitful avenue for family law professionals.  
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Purpose of the interview within the overall assessment 
Participants reported that there are often multiple goals to the child interview in 
family law matters. These goals co-exist with each other and take on different levels of 
priority depending on the particulars of the case. Yet, in this study many professionals 
viewed the goal of the interview as confirmatory evidence (or not) for other components 
of the assessment. Of everything the participants said, this was the most strikingly 
different to the recommendations and best practice guidelines in the investigative 
interviewing literature; namely that an interviewer should be a neutral fact-seeker and 
that the interview is hypothesis-testing, exploring alternative explanations. If the 
overarching goal of the child interview within a family law assessment was recast as an 
information-seeking exercise then differences across cases would matter less. Indeed, 
participants already agree on two related fundamental principles underlying the overall 
purpose of the interview: 1) ensuring the child is a valued participant in the assessment 
process, and 2) using the interview with a child as an opportunity for the child to provide 
unique information (both facts and subjective perspectives on issues) which may aid in 
the decision making process. These principles are consistent with literature that highlights 
the importance of the child’s right to be heard and be a part of decision making that 
affects them (e.g. Archard & Skivenes, 2009, Bagshaw, Quinn, & Schmidt, 2006; 
Graham & Fitzgerald, 2011). They also accord with the considerable research which has 
shown most children want to have some say in parenting decisions after separation and 
can benefit from contributing to the decision making process (e.g. Cashmore & 
Parkinson, 2008; Gollop et al, 2000). 
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Process of the family law interview 
According to their reports, the participants in the present study already use many 
of the principles and suggestions outlined in current publications. The main features (e.g., 
explaining the purpose and ground rules of the interview, outlining the interview and 
court process, explaining issues around non-confidentiality and the interviewer’s role, 
providing realistic expectations, and focusing on rapport building) are all elements found 
in most of the child custody literature (e.g. Ackerman, 2006; Australian Standards of 
Practice, 2015; Fuhrman & Zibbell, 2011; Gould & Martindale, 2007; Saywitz et al., 
2010; Stahl, 2011). The use of multiple methods of data collection outlined by 
participants (e.g. interview, observations, third party collateral information, psychological 
testing) is consistent with the Australian Standards of Practice (2015) and other relevant 
guidelines (e.g. American Psychological Association, 2010; Association of Family and 
Conciliation Courts, 2007). Some of the specific questioning strategies provided by 
participants, like asking a child what they know about the interview or why their parents 
separated, are also similar to suggestions provided in child custody textbooks (e.g. Stahl, 
2011).  
Despite the similarities in interview practice expressed by participants, they did 
not seem to be aware of what the interview practice of others is like. This is unlike 
professionals in other forensic contexts (e.g. child protection) where interviews are often 
recorded and therefore practice is known and studied (e.g. Powell et al., 2005) and, again, 
highlights the difference between the family law field and other contexts. These 
professionals expressed a lack of guidance and clarity related to interviewing children, 
which may be associated in part to lack of empirical research on child interviewing that 
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relates specifically to family law. Professionals must draw on a range of research from 
the memory, child development, and investigative interviewing fields to guide their 
interview practice. Yet the unique and variable nature of family law assessments/child 
custody evaluations makes it difficult for current interviewing protocols for children 
(which have been developed for different systems) to be applied appropriately. Many of 
the professionals expressed that a broad framework for interviewing children for family 
law scenarios would be beneficial for practitioners, particularly new practitioners in the 
area, which, in turn, would benefit families and children. They did not want a prescriptive 
procedure or strict standardization for interviewing. Instead they called for greater 
knowledge, research, and guidelines about what processes and strategies are the most 
appropriate and useful depending on the circumstances. This guidance would also assist 
other professionals within the system to know what is generally expected to take place in 
a child interview. 
Future directions 
Given a strong general consensus with best practice interview principles, a broad 
framework could be developed based on what is currently known about child 
interviewing and applied to the family law arena. The guidelines should be semi-
structured, giving interviewers support in what phases and topics should be covered, but 
flexible enough that they can be easily applied to diverse cases (Orbach, Hershkowitz, 
Lamb, Sternberg, Esplin, & Horowitz, 2000). For example, any given interview may 
require a combination, or all, of the following: 1) general discussion of different domains 
with broad, open ended questions; 2) specific questions for issues that are more focused 
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after a narrative is exhausted; 3) elicitation of routines and specific events; 4) provision of 
information about process and feedback; and 5) observations with parents, siblings and 
significant others. The different strategies may then be used together as necessary in 
order to conduct the best assessment possible, being one that obtains the best information 
possible from the child and provides the child with the best possible experience, 
understanding, and sense of participation.  
Whilst the extant literature provides a solid foundation upon which to build a set 
of guidelines, it is still not known how specific techniques work in this area and to what 
extent they are relevant and/or beneficial. Further, it is unclear whether elements of 
family law interviews that tend to be discouraged in other forensic interviews are 
appropriate for the former. For example, child development experts and some of the child 
custody literature discourage the use of nonverbal aids and props (e.g., diagrams, cue 
cards) in forensic interviews, instead emphasizing the importance of verbal recall, 
because aids can heighten the risk of inaccuracies (Brown, 2011, Hynan, 2014). To 
enable development of family law child interview guidelines, there is a need for empirical 
and naturalistic studies to test interviewing techniques as they pertain to family law cases. 
There will be difficulties in designing and conducting such studies in a high conflict field 
like family law (e.g. obtaining consent from both parents when separated, anonymizing 
recorded interview data and ensuring it does not become evidence in current court 
matters). One way of managing these difficulties may be to conduct naturalistic studies 
with children not involved in a current separation and test the effect of different 
questioning strategies specifically relevant to family law scenarios. Another way could be 
through the development of an interview training program based on current theory where 
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interview practice can be tested and feedback provided.  Further research and training to 
enable development in child interviewing in this field will assist all practitioners who 
work with these matters, which, in turn, will assist courts in their decision-making and 
benefit the families and children who are involved in family law proceedings.   
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CHAPTER 6 – ROUTINES AND RELATIONSHIPS: CHILDREN’S RESPONSES 
TO QUESTIONS ABOUT HOME LIFE (STUDY 2)
6
 
This chapter presents the second study of this thesis which aimed to examine how 
children of different age groups respond to different questions about everyday events and 
family life (e.g. routines and relationships), with these questions being typical of the 
nature of questions used by interviewers in the family law context. As explored in 
Chapter 3, decades of research on children’s testimony, language and cognitive skills, has 
revealed interview methods that maximise children’s potential to provide detailed and 
accurate information (e.g., Nicol et al., 2017; Saywitz et al., 2017; Zajac & Brown, 
2018). This research has been translated into semi-structured protocols and guidelines 
that assist interviewers in forensic settings to conduct child interviews using best-practice 
interviewing techniques (see Poole, 2016, for a review).   
Current guidelines for interviews with children are, however, typically tailored to 
investigations of child abuse or other criminal incidents. As highlighted by participants in 
the first study, the focus of child interviews for family law is generally different to 
forensic interviews; interviews for family law purposes seek more general information 
about the child, their life and relationships, rather than information about a particular 
incident. As such, the recommendations for interviewing may be different in a family law 
matter versus a forensic interview. The review in Chapter 4 shows that there is, however, 
no empirical research to date that has specifically focused on interviews in the family law 
context.  
                                                          
6
 This study has been published. The full reference is Turoy-Smith, K. M., Brubacher, S.P., Earhart, B., & 
Powell, M. B. (2018). Eliciting children’s recall about home life and relationships. Journal of Child 
Custody. Advanced online publication. doi:10.1080/15379418.2018.1530629. 
72 
 
Guidelines for Interviews with Children  
 The principal goal of a best-practice investigative interview is to obtain a 
comprehensive narrative account of the alleged offence (or offences), with minimal 
specific prompting from the interviewer (Newlin et al., 2015).  Most major protocols and 
guidelines for interviews with children contain semi-structured phases that help to 
facilitate this goal (La Rooy et al., 2015; Poole, 2016), such as: establishing rapport, 
explaining/practicing ground rules, narrative training, a substantive phase, further 
questioning (if necessary), and closure of the interview. Common to research-based 
protocols is the idea that the substantive phase of the interview should focus on obtaining 
a free narrative account from children of the alleged incident/s, using primarily open-
ended questions. Responses to open-ended questions are typically more elaborate and 
more accurate than responses to specific, or closed, questions (Orbach & Pipe, 2011).  
In the family law arena there are no structured protocols for child interviews, and, 
as highlighted in Chapter 4, minimal research on interviewing children exists at all. Yet, 
within the small body of literature that does exist, there is consistency with regard to what 
should be the main elements of a child interview in custody cases: rapport-building, 
explaining the purpose of the interview/assessment, providing a clear overview of the 
process and ground rules, explaining the interviewer’s role, explaining the court process 
and limits to confidentiality, and giving the child realistic expectations of the outcome 
(e.g. Ackerman, 2006; Australian Standards of Practice, 2015; Fuhrman & Zibbell, 2011; 
Gould & Martindale, 2007; Hynan, 2014; Saywitz et al., 2010; Stahl, 2011). The first 
study in Chapter 5 provided evidence that family law practitioners include these 
interview topics and process elements in their interviews with children. Practitioners in 
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the first study also felt that an interview with a child for family law purposes should be 
highly flexible in comparison to interviews for criminal cases. Family law cases are 
diverse, and each case is likely to have different issues of importance, which may 
necessitate the use of targeted questioning about various topics. 
Question Topics in Family Law Interviews 
There appears to be general consensus in the child custody literature (reviewed in 
Chapter 4) around what topics or subject areas should be covered in an interview. These 
topics include information about the child (e.g., school, friends, etc.) and their 
developmental needs, current parenting arrangements and the impact of separation, 
family relationships (e.g., child-parent, siblings, and parent-parent), home environment, 
daily experiences and pertinent issues such as family violence or trauma (Ackerman, 
2006; Fuhrman & Zibbell, 2011; Galatzer-Levy et al., 2009; Gould & Martindale, 2007; 
Hynan, 2014; Rohrbaugh, 2008; Saywitz et al., 2010; Stahl, 2011; Turoy-Smith, Powell, 
& Brubacher, in press). Beyond procedural issues (e.g., explaining the role of the 
interviewer), sample questions provided for interviewers throughout the child custody 
literature, particularly professional practice books, generally focus on the aforementioned 
topic areas (see Table 1 for sample questions; Ackerman, 2006; Fuhrmann & Zibbell, 
2011; Rohrbaugh, 2008; Saywitz et al., 2010; Stahl, 2011).  
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Table 1 
Sample Child Interview Questions from Child Custody Literature.  
 
Interview topics Sample questions 
Information about the child and 
their developmental needs 
“Tell me something about your friends.” 
“What do you do when you need help?” 
Current parenting arrangements 
and the impact of separation 
“How has the separation/divorce affected you?” 
 “If there was anything you could change about [the 
current plan] what might it be?” 
Family relationships “Tell me about Mum/Dad.” 
 “What do you like to do with Mum/Dad?” 
Home environments and daily 
experiences 
“What happens if you break the rules?” 
 “Tell me about weekends at [parent]’s house.” 
Pertinent issues “Does anyone get hurt at home?” 
 “What kind of things did your parents argue or 
fight about?” 
 
Relationships are a particularly important aspect of family law assessments. In 
Australia, family relationships form a significant portion of the considerations that 
decision-makers must take into account in determining the best interests of the child 
(s60CC, Family Law Act 1975; e.g., the benefit to the child of a meaningful relationship 
with both parents, the nature of the relationship of the child with others, the attitude to the 
child demonstrated by the parents). In understanding the nature of a child’s relationships 
with others, evaluators will want to know as much as possible about all aspects of those 
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bonds. Asking children both positive and negative questions (e.g., “Tell me something 
you like [don’t like] about Mum/Dad”) will also give an indication of their ability to talk 
openly about their feelings towards others (Stahl, 2011).  
Many guidance publications also highlight the value of asking children to talk 
about events and daily routines in their lives as a way to gain insight about their 
experiences (Crossman et al., 2002; Saywitz et al., 2010). Questions about routines and 
the home environment can provide a range of information about the child’s life and focus 
the interview on the child themselves. This process is likely to provide more information 
than asking children directly about their living preferences, which some of the literature 
cautions against (American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 1997; 
Crossman et al., 2002; Hynan, 2014; Powell & Lancaster, 2003; Stahl, 2011). Children 
involved in parenting disputes have indicated they did not wish to be responsible for 
ultimate decisions, but they did want to have a say in the matters that affect them and be 
involved in the overall process (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008). While the industry 
guidelines and relevant legislation focus on the importance of information about 
relationships and routines in decision-making, little is known about the quality of 
children’s responses to these types of questions about their lives. As such, a main goal of 
the present study was to describe children’s responses to questions about routines and 
relationships in a family law-style interview. 
Open versus Specific Questions 
Best-practice guidelines for interviewing children in the forensic context are clear 
that using non-leading, open-ended questions is the preferable way to elicit information 
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from children (e.g., “Tell me about…”) (Poole, 2016). Open-ended questions do not 
suggest any particular response, and provide the best opportunity to obtain a narrative 
account of the child’s experiences in the child’s own words. These questions elicit 
memories from free recall. Therefore, they are more likely to be answered accurately as 
compared to specific questions (e.g., “What did John say?”), which restrict the 
information that can be recalled (Powell & Snow, 2007). Research has shown that 
children as young as four years old can provide accurate and informative responses to 
open questions, although children’s ability to do so does improve with age (Lamb et al., 
2003). In contrast to forensic interviews, it is unclear whether open-ended questions are 
more beneficial in family law interviews than specific questions. Family law interviews 
may require specific questions about non-narrative topics (e.g., asking a child what time 
she goes to bed) in order to elicit relevant information that a child may not otherwise 
think to disclose. The present study aimed to compare children’s responses to open versus 
specific questions about their everyday lives in order to provide more information about 
the utility of different types of questions in this interview context.    
The Current Study   
Some previous studies on children’s narrative development have involved 
questioning about naturalistic events in children’s lives like school (“What happens when 
you go to school?”) and excursions (“Tell me what happens when you go to a museum”) 
(e.g. Fivush, 1984; Fivush, Hudson & Nelson, 1984; Hudson & Nelson, 1986). Generally, 
researchers found these questions elicited useful information and the majority of children 
answered the questions. They also found that older children provided longer and more 
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elaborate responses than younger children. Beyond this research, no studies have 
assessed the quality and quantity of information children provide to questions about home 
life and relationships, such as those suggested for interviews with children in family law 
assessments. It is important to understand how well children are able to respond to 
different types of questions about home life and everyday experiences under ideal 
circumstances. Where there are any difficulties with responses these are likely to be 
exacerbated in conflict situations.  This knowledge will assist family law interviewers to 
use the best possible interview practices, and possibly aid development of more specific 
guidelines for interviews in this context.  
The aim of the current research was to examine how children of different age 
groups respond to questions about their home life and relationships. Children aged six to 
ten (not currently involved in a separation or parenting dispute) were asked a series of 20 
questions about their daily lives. Questions were based on suggested topics from the child 
custody literature with a focus on two subject areas: Routines/Home Environment and 
Family Relationships. Based on best-practice guidelines in the forensic context the 
questions were predominantly open-ended, although some questions were necessarily 
specific in order to reflect the question types family law interviewers may use. The 
Routine-based questions were divided into Open-ended and Specific categories while the 
Family Relationship questions (which were primarily open-ended) were divided into 
Negative and Positive categories. Thus, there were four overall categories: Routines-
Open, Routines-Specific, Relationships-Negative, Relationships-Positive. These four 
categories were developed for the following reasons: 1) the questions chosen were based 
on topics from the child custody literature but also needed to be applicable for use with 
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children not currently involved in a separation, leading to the two main subject areas of 
routines/home environments and family relationships; 2) as stated above, the routine 
based questions were purposely both open-ended and specific, and since previous 
research has compared the utility of these different question types, it was relevant to also 
compare them in this study; 3) upon consideration of the relationship based questions, the 
main categorical difference between questions was whether they focused on positive or 
negative aspects of relationships, both aspects of which are important in family law 
assessments; and 4) the use of these categories allowed for a fairly equal distribution of 
questions across categories. Participating parents provided accuracy scores for their 
children’s accounts. Children’s responses to the various question categories were coded 
for the amount of information provided, informativeness, topic pertinence, and non-
responses to questions. The design of the study was a 4(Category: Routines-Open, 
Routines-Specific, Relationships-Negative, Relationships-Positive) x 2(Age group: 6- to 
7-year-olds, 8- to 10–year-olds) mixed factorial design, with the latter factor between-
subjects. 
Hypotheses 
It was predicted that the Open-ended questions about Routines would be the most 
beneficial in terms of low rates of non-responses, high proportions of on topic and 
informative responses, and that they would elicit the lengthiest responses compared to 
other types. It was expected that the Negatively-valenced questions about Relationships 
would garner the most non-responses, but that responses to these would be as frequently 
on topic and informative as responses to Positively-valenced questions about 
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Relationships and Specific questions about Routines. Specific questions about Routines 
were expected to elicit the lowest average units of information per question. Older 
children were expected to answer more questions, stay on topic, be more informative, and 
provide more units of information per question than were younger children.   
 
Method 
Participants 
The sample comprised 47 children (23 girls and 24 boys) aged six to ten years (M 
= 7.94, SD = 1.48) from 27 families.  Surveys have found that in recently separated 
families, children are commonly in this age range (Kaspiew et al., 2015) and so would 
often be interviewed for family assessments. Eleven children in the study were the only 
children in the family to participate. Of the remaining 36 children, either two or three 
siblings in the family participated in the study. There were 27 participating parents. 
While children from the same family might provide similar responses, the majority of 
separated families contain two or more children (Kaspiew et al., 2015). These interviews 
are therefore reflective of similar circumstances in contested parenting matters where 
more than one child from the same family will be interviewed for an assessment.  
To test for age differences in responses, the sample was divided into two age 
groups; 6- to 7-year-olds (n = 21), and 8- to 10-year-olds (n = 26.)  The children were 
recruited through print and social media advertising in a large-sized Australian city with 
all parents contacting myself to volunteer for the study. The only criteria for participation 
were that children were between six and ten years of age and families were not currently 
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involved in a separation. Legal and ethical concerns for children involved in family 
separation meant that I did not want to question children about their family life during a 
potentially difficult time. Parents provided signed consent on behalf of their children, and 
children also assented to participate (see Appendix A for copy of Information Sheets and 
Consent Forms provided to parents). Prior to commencing the interview children were 
informed about the details of the study and given the opportunity to decline to participate. 
All children were told that, if they took part in the study, their parents would be informed 
of their responses (see Appendix B for copy of pre-interview script used with children). 
Families were provided a $20 store voucher for each child participating in the study as 
compensation for the families’ time in taking part.    
Procedure 
The study design was approved by the University’s Human Research Ethics 
Committee. Children were interviewed individually and were asked 20 questions about 
their daily lives with regard to typical days (e.g., “What happens in the morning before 
school?”). The questions were asked in the same order for all children (see Appendix C 
for full list of questions). Some children were not asked all questions as some questions 
did not apply to their circumstances (e.g., the child had no siblings or did not use a 
computer, tablet or iPad). The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Within one week of the interview taking place, participating parents were provided a 
transcribed copy of their child or children’s responses to all answered questions and 
asked to specify their perceptions as to the accuracy of their child’s response (according 
to four categories; accurate, partially accurate, inaccurate, non-verifiable).      
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Question Categories 
 Interview questions were divided into four categories: Routines-Open, Routines-
Specific, Relationships-Negative, and Relationships-Positive (see Table 2 for full list of 
questions in each Category). Routines-Open questions were open-ended questions that 
asked about neutral, routine occurrences (e.g., “What happens on the weekends at 
home?”). Routines-Specific questions were non-elaborative questions that asked about 
specific routine information (e.g., “What time do you usually go to bed?”). Relationships-
Negative questions asked about negative topics (e.g., “What happens when you break the 
rules or are naughty at home?”), while Relationship-Positive questions focused on 
activities children engaged in with others or the actions of others as perceived by them 
(e.g., “What kind of things do you do with [parent]?”). Relationship questions were 
predominantly open-ended.  
Coding 
Children’s responses to each question were divided into units of information. At 
minimum, units had to contain a verb (e.g., “I go swimming”, “the water is warm”). Units 
usually contained one or more subjects, but sometimes the subjects were implied. For 
example, “I pack my lunch, eat breakfast, and walk the dog” was coded as three units of 
information even though the subject only appears once. Units could also contain 
adjectives, adverbs and objects (e.g., “The bus gets me home from school really fast”). 
Subjects/objects involved in the same actions were coded as one unit of information (e.g., 
“Dad, J and I go to the beach on the weekends”), but subjects/objects involved in 
different actions were counted as an additional unit (e.g., “but Mum usually stays 
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home.”). Where the child could not recall, did not know the answer, or asked to pass the 
question, the response was coded as “don’t remember”, “don’t know”, or “pass” and 
these responses were not coded further. For analyses these responses were collapsed into 
one overall coding category termed non-responses. Each unit of information was 
otherwise coded using the following procedures.  
 Topic pertinence.  Units of information that related reasonably directly to the 
question posed were coded as on-topic. Units of information that did not relate to the 
question were coded as off-topic. For example, in response to the question, “Tell me 
about what happens in the morning before school,” all of the following units were coded 
as on-topic: “I wake up, have breakfast and go to school.” 
 Informativeness.  This coding category was used to determine whether or not the 
information provided by children was useful from the perspective of gaining a general 
understanding of the child’s daily life and experiences. In response to, “What kind of 
things do you do with Mum/Dad?” an example of an informative response would be, 
“Sometimes we go to the movies and out for dinner.”  However, an answer such as, “cool 
stuff” in response to the same question was not regarded as informative, even though it 
was coded as on-topic. Questions that were not on-topic with regard to the specific 
question asked, however, could still be coded as informative if they provided an 
understanding of the child’s daily life.  
Reliability  
Interviews were coded by myself and two colleagues. Five interviews were used 
for training purposes and a different five (10%) of the interviews were double coded to 
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ensure inter-rater reliability. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated for the non-responses. 
Agreement ranged from .82 – 1.00. Percentage agreement (number of 
agreements/number of agreements + disagreements) was used to assess inter-rater 
reliability for the division of units of information and the categories of informativeness 
and topic. Agreement ranged from 80% - 100%. Disagreements were resolved through 
discussion by all coders.  
 
Results 
Data Preparation and Analytic Plan 
First, in order to control for missing data from parents, some children receiving 
fewer than 20 questions (i.e. missing data from children) and because there are fewer 
questions in the Relationship categories compared to the Routine categories, all scores 
were converted to proportions of the total asked for each type. Next, the data was 
screened for outliers and tested the assumptions of planned statistical techniques. 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests revealed that the data were non-normal, ps ≤ .026 (except for 
the parental accuracy score variable partially accurate and the average units of 
information provided to Relationships-Positive questions), because children were mostly 
on-topic and informative, generally accurate, and refused few questions. No other 
violations were detected in the data. As such, all inferential analyses were conducted with 
both parametric (ANOVA) and non-parametric tests (Friedman tests with Wilcoxon 
signed-ranks tests for post-hoc comparisons for repeated-measures data, and Mann-
Whitney U tests to compare age differences). In every instance, the non-parametric tests 
yielded the same results as the parametric tests, so for ease of interpretation the 
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parametric results are reported. The results are divided into three sections: parent scores, 
descriptive results for overall sample and individual questions, and inferential analyses 
for effects of Age group and Question category.  
Parent Scores 
Three parents did not return scores. For the remaining 44 children I compared the 
percent accurate, partially accurate, inaccurate, and unverifiable between the younger and 
older age groups in four independent samples t-tests (corrected alpha = .0125).  There 
were no significant differences in accuracy ratings between the age groups (ps > .05). 
Parents’ ratings of the accuracy of children’s responses confirmed that the majority of 
what their children reported was accurate according to their perceptions; 70% of 
children’s responses were rated as accurate, 25% were rated as partially accurate, 4% 
were rated as inaccurate and 1% was rated as unverifiable.   
Descriptive Results: Individual Questions 
Across the whole sample, the majority of questions were answered by most 
children (M = .91). Likewise, the overall results for topic pertinence (M = .97) and 
informativeness (M = .92) were also high across all questions. On average, questions 
elicited 3.2 mean units of information.  
Question 1 (“Tell me what happens in the morning before school”) elicited 
descriptively the highest mean units of information, while question 2 (“What do you 
usually eat for breakfast?”) elicited the lowest mean units of information. The most 
frequently unanswered question was 12 (“What things do you do with Mum/Dad that 
aren’t so fun?”), while question 1 and question 9 (“What do you do when you get ready 
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for bed?”) had zero non-responses. Table 2 shows the number of units of information 
reported (mean and range) and the percentage of participants who did not respond to each 
individual question. 
All responses to questions 6 (“Who do you go to when you get hurt?”), 8 (“What 
time do you usually go to bed?”) and 16 (“What happens when you fight with your 
brother/sister/s?”) were coded as on-topic, while question 18 (“What usually happens 
when you use the computer/tablet/iPad?”) had the lowest proportion of on-topic 
responses. Question 1 had the lowest proportion of informative responses, while all 
responses to question 8 (“What time do you usually go to bed?”) were coded as 
informative. Table 3 reports the average proportion of on-topic and informative detail for 
each individual question. 
  
 Table 2 
Number of Units of Information Reported and Overall Non-Responses Per Question  
 
Category Question No. of units reported 
Overall Non-
Responses 
  Mean units Range Percentage (%) 
of participants 
that refused 
Routines-
Open 
questions 
Q1 – “Tell me about what happens in the morning before school?” 6.43 (4.15) 1-21 0 
Q4 – “What happens at dinner time?” 2.82 (1.95) 1-11 4 
Q5 – “Tell me about what happens when you come home from school?” 4.15 (3.00) 1-13 2 
Q9 – “What do you do when you get ready for bed?” 4.30 (2.29) 1-11 0 
Q17 – “Tell me about what happens on the weekends at home?” 4.87 (4.15) 1-23 2 
Q18 – “What usually happens when you use the computer/tablet/iPad? 3.42 (2.20) 1-9 2 
Routines-
Specific 
questions 
Q2 – “What do you usually eat for breakfast?” 1.23 (.53) 1-3 9 
Q3 – “What do you usually eat for dinner?” 2.08 (1.39) 1-7 15 
Q6 – “Who do you go to when you get hurt?” 2.16 (2.49) 1-16 9 
Q8 – “What time do you usually go to bed?” 1.67 (1.36) 1-8 9 
Q19 – “How long do you use the computer/tablet/iPad for?” 2.13 (2.28) 1-13 9 
Q20 – “How much TV do you watch?” 2.24 (1.76) 1-9 9 
Relationships
-Negative 
questions 
Q7 – “Tell me about what happens when you get hurt?” 3.5 (2.48) 1-10 15 
Q12 – “What things do you do with Mum/Dad that aren’t so fun?” 2.52 (1.90) 1-9 34 
Q14 – “What happens when you break the rules or are naughty at home?” 2.56 (1.70) 1-9 4 
Q16 – “What happens when you fight with your brother/sister/s?” 3.30 (1.84) 1-8 4 
Relationships
-Positive 
questions 
Q10 – “What kinds of things do you do with Mum/Dad?” 3.66 (2.32) 1-12 13 
Q11 – “What kind of fun things do you do with Mum/Dad?” 3.68 (2.62) 1-10 15 
Q13 – “What does Mum/Dad do when she/he gets home from work / or when 
you get home from school (if parent doesn’t work outside the home)?” 
3.68 (2.45) 1-11 15 
Q15 – “What games or activities do you do with your brother/sister/s?” 4.46 (2.66) 1-13 11 
Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Mean units of information only includes children who answered the question.  
  
Table 3 
Mean Proportion of On-Topic and Informative Responses per Question 
 
Category Question On Topic Informative 
Routines-Open 
questions 
Q1  .95 (.18) .81 (.22) 
Q4  .94 (.23) .70 (.31) 
Q5  .98 (.08) .97 (.09) 
Q9  .95 (.19) .91 (.12) 
Q17  .94 (.15) .92 (.15) 
Q18  .92 (.23) .93 (.20) 
Routines-
Specific 
questions 
Q2  .98 (.15) .95 (.21) 
Q3  .98 (.11) .95 (.20) 
Q6  1.00 (.01) 1.00 (.03) 
Q8  1.00 (--) 1.00 (.03) 
Q19  .96 (.14) .89 (.31) 
Q20  .99 (.08) .70 (.44) 
Relationships-
Negative 
questions 
Q7  .98 (.08) .92 (.27) 
Q12  .97 (.13) .98 (.12) 
Q14  .99 (.08) .97 (.16) 
Q16  1.00 (--) .96 (.14) 
Relationships-
Positive 
questions 
Q10  .98 (.12) .98 (.07) 
Q11  .99 (.04) .96 (.11) 
Q13  .94 (.20) .98 (.06) 
Q15  .99 (.04) .97 (.10) 
Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 
 
Effects of Age Group and Question Category 
Analyses were based on the questions being divided into four thematic categories; 
Routines-Open, Routines-Specific, Relationships-Negative, and Relationships-Positive. 
All of the following analyses were 4(Category) x 2(Age Group) mixed ANOVAs, with 
the last factor between-subjects. Alpha was set at p < .05. A Greenhouse-Geisser 
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correction was applied wherever Mauchley’s test of sphericity was significant. Post hoc 
tests are LSD p < .05.  
Non-Responses. To compare the number of non-responses to different question 
categories, Category x Age Group mixed ANOVA was conducted which revealed main 
effects of Category, F (2.49, 112.07) = 7.24, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .14, and Age Group, F (1, 45) 
= 15.28, p = .02, ηp
2
 = .13. There was no significant Category x Age Group interaction, F 
(3, 135) = 1.30, p = .11, ηp
2
 = .03. Post-hoc tests revealed that Routines-Open questions 
(M = .02, SD = .01) had significantly less non-responses compared to all other categories, 
while the proportion of questions refused did not differ amongst the Routine-Specific (M 
= .10, SD = .02), Relationships-Negative (M = .15, SD = .03) and Relationships-Positive 
questions (M = .14, SD = .04). Six- to 7-year olds (M = .15, SD = .03) did not respond to 
significantly more questions than 8- to 10-year olds (M = .06, SD = .03). 
Topic pertinence. To assess the proportion of responses that were on-topic, a 
Category x Age Group mixed ANOVA was conducted which revealed a main effect of 
Category, F (1.91, 85.78) = 4.40, p = .02, ηp
2
 = .01. No other results were significant, Fs 
< 1.17, ps > .07, ηp
2
s < .25. Post-hoc tests demonstrated that Routines-Open questions (M 
= .94, SD = .02) were proportionally less on topic than Routines-Specific (M = .99, SD = 
.01) and Relationships-Negative (M = .99, SD = .01) questions, the latter two not 
differing from each other. Relationships-Positive questions (M = .98, SD = .01) did not 
differ from any other category.  
Informativeness. To assess overall how informative the responses to questions in 
each category were, a Category x Age Group mixed ANOVA was conducted on the 
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proportion of informative units of information. This revealed main effects of Category, F 
(3, 145) = 10.58, p < .001, ηp
2 
 = .19, and Age Group, F (1, 45) = 11.02, p < .01, ηp
2
 = .20, 
which were subsumed by a Category x Age Group interaction, F (3, 135) = 3.24, p = .02, 
ηp
2
 = .07 (see Table 4 for means).  
To test the Category x Age Group interaction, the patterns within each age group 
were examined in two 4 (Category) repeated-measures ANOVAs. Category was 
significant in the younger age group, F (2.44, 48.88) = 5.78, p < .01, ηp
2
 = .22. Answers 
to both Routine Category questions were significantly less informative than to both 
Relationship Category questions. In the older age group, Category was also significant, F 
(2.07, 51.71) = 7.85, p < .01, ηp
2
 = .24. Post-hoc analyses indicated that Routine-Open 
questions elicited significantly less informative responses than all other Categories, 
which did not differ from one another.  
 
 
Table 4 
Category x Age Interaction on Mean Proportion of Informative Responses per Question 
 
Age Category 
 Routines-
Open 
Routines-
Specific 
Relationships-
Negative 
Relationships-
Positive 
Younger (6-7) .85(.03)a .84(.03)a .94 (.03)b .97 (.01)b 
Older (8-10) .89 (.01)a .97 (.01)b .96 (.02)b .98 (.01)b 
Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Means sharing the same subscripts across 
rows (analyses) are not significantly different. 
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Quantity of Information. To assess overall how much information was given in 
response to the questions in each Category, a Category x Age Group mixed ANOVA was 
conducted on the average units provided per question asked. Both main effects were 
significant: Category, F (2.44, 109.90) = 43.88, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .49 and Age Group, F (1, 
45) = 8.46, p <.01, ηp
2
 = .16. There was no Category x Age Group interaction, F (3, 135) 
= .31, p = .82, ηp
2
 = .01. For Category, post-hoc tests indicated all pairwise comparisons 
were significant. Routines-Open questions (M = 4.27, SD = 0.32) elicited the most units 
of information per question, followed by Relationships-Positive (M = 3.62, SD = 0.26), 
then Relationships-Negative questions (M = 2.87, SD = 0.18). As predicted, Routines-
Specific questions (M = 1.82, SD = 0.16) were the least fruitful questions in terms of 
units of information elicited per question. For Age, older children (M = 3.71, SD = 0.26) 
reported overall significantly more units of information per question asked than did 
younger children (M = 2.58, SD = 0.29). 
 
Discussion 
This is the first known study to assess children’s responses to questions about 
home life and relationships such as those suggested for interviews with children in family 
law assessments. The goal of the current study was to examine how children of different 
ages respond to questions about routines and relationships in terms of accuracy, the 
amount of information provided, rate of non-responses, and whether the information 
provided was informative and pertinent to the question asked. The findings will be 
discussed first in relation to the routine and relationships question categories as well as 
developmental differences where observed. These sections will be followed by a 
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discussion of the overall findings with regard to implications for family law interviews, 
limitations and future directions for research.   
Routine Questions  
It was hypothesised that the Open-ended Routine questions would be generally 
superior to the other question Categories in the sense that these questions would generate 
more information, less non-responses and the responses would be more informative and 
on-topic. This was found to be the case for two of the coding categories, while the other 
two coding categories produced differing results. As predicted, children provided more 
information per question in response to the Open-ended Routine based questions than 
they did in response to the other three question Categories. In line with the hypotheses, 
Specific Routine based questions elicited the least amount of information per question. 
Routine-Open questions also had significantly less non-responses compared to the other 
question Categories. These findings are consistent with the broader literature on 
investigative interviewing of children and in-line with best-practice guidelines (Powell & 
Snow, 2007).  
Unexpectedly, the Open-ended Routine questions were not advantageous for topic 
pertinence and informativeness. These questions elicited proportionally less on-topic 
answers compared with the Routine-Specific and Relationships-Negative questions. This 
may be a reflection of the types of questions within these Categories; the open-ended 
questions about general routines allowed a child to provide their own account of their 
daily experiences. Within a narrative account a child is more likely to diverge from the 
question topic and provide other information. In contrast, the Routine-Specific questions 
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asked for very specific information, often eliciting one word or list type responses. 
Similarly, although the Relationship-Negative questions were open-ended in nature (e.g. 
“What happens when you break the rules or are naughty at home?”), they are arguably 
narrower in scope compared to broad questions about routines.  
The category of informativeness produced interesting findings; for the younger 
age group (6- to 7-year-olds), both of the Routine Categories elicited significantly less 
informative responses than both of the Relationship Categories. For the older age group 
(8- to 10-year-olds), only the Routine-Open questions yielded significantly less 
informative responses. The differences in informativeness for different question 
categories may have resulted from a slight tendency by children to provide general 
responses to the Open-ended Routine questions. For example, in response to a question 
about what happens in the morning before school, some children’s responses contained 
the units of information, “Wake up” and “Go to school”. In response to a question about 
weekend activities, some children gave responses such as “Do different sorts of things,” 
“It would just be normal,” or “We go to whatever’s on.” As these responses did not 
provide information about a child’s experiences or environment, they were coded as 
uninformative. With respect to the Routine-Specific questions, the additional differences 
for younger children may have been due to the content of the questions asked. There were 
two questions in the Routine-Specific category that were based on measurements of time 
(“How much TV do you watch?” and “How long do you use the computer/tablet/iPad 
for?”). The results showed these two questions had descriptively lower rates of 
informativeness (.89 and .70) compared to the other questions in this category (.95 and 
1.0). From a developmental perspective, more of the children in the younger age group 
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may not yet have mastered the ability to judge durations of events and activities (Tillman 
& Barner, 2015, Experiment 3), thereby providing more ambiguous answers, e.g. 
“Random times”, “A lot of TV”, or “A little bit at a time,” which influenced the 
interaction. However, even though there were significant differences in informativeness 
between question categories, it should be noted that informativeness overall was still very 
high and that all question categories elicited mostly informative responses.     
Relationship Questions 
It was hypothesised that Relationships-Negative questions would produce 
significantly more non-responses than the other question Categories, but that responses to 
the Relationship and Routine-Specific questions would be otherwise similar with regard 
to topic pertinence and informativeness. Unexpectedly, Relationship-Negative questions 
did not prompt significantly more non-responses, although they did elicit significantly 
less information than the Routine-Open and Relationships-Positive questions. It is worth 
noting that the single negative question concerning parents (“What things do you do with 
Mum/Dad that aren’t so fun?”) was the most frequently unanswered question with 34% 
of children not responding. It may be that negative questions about parents are especially 
difficult. As predicted, the responses to both Relationship Categories and the Routine-
Specific questions were similar with regard to topic pertinence. There were also no 
differences between the Relationship Categories with respect to informativeness, 
although there were significant differences between the Routine and Relationship 
Categories as outlined above. Overall, the Relationship-based questions prompted good 
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quality responses across both age groups in terms of the aspects of children’s reports that 
were coded.  
Developmental Differences 
As expected, younger children answered less questions and older children 
provided overall more information in response to questions they did answer. This is in 
keeping with previous research on children’s recall of routine experiences (e.g. Hudson & 
Nelson, 1986). Unexpectedly, there were no age differences in the proportion of 
children’s responses that were on-topic.  There were also no differences in accuracy as 
reported by parents. Overall, the findings revealed that, despite older children providing 
more information, children aged six to ten-years tended to respond in similar ways to the 
different question categories.  
Implications for Family Law Interviews 
On the whole, the questions in this study resulted in responses that were relevant, 
informative and provided a reasonable amount of information. While it cannot be known 
whether one question category was objectively more accurate than another, parents rated 
the vast majority of responses as accurate or partially accurate. Based on the findings in 
this study, it is suggested interviewers initially use Open-ended Routine-based questions 
when structuring their interviews with children. It may be that a small percentage of the 
information provided in response to these questions is uninformative from the perspective 
of gathering information about the child’s life. Nevertheless, these questions should yield 
the most information overall and are most likely to be readily answered by children, 
which can also assist with building rapport (Stahl, 2011). Interviewers may worry that 
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inclusion of open-ended questions about routines may lengthen the interview. However, 
the longest interview conducted for this study was 32 minutes, so even with the inclusion 
of these types of questions the interviews were not excessive in length.  
Open-ended Routine questions can be followed up with Relationship-based 
questions and Specific questions that take into account the information already provided 
by the child. Although Negatively-valenced Relationship questions performed similarly 
to other questions in terms of questions answered, informativeness and topic pertinence, 
it is possible that negative questions concerning parents will be less fruitful and so may 
be best placed later in the interview once rapport is established and to avoid the 
possibility of impeding the interview early on. Given that the children in this study, 
without any overt family conflict, were reluctant to answer negative questions about 
parents also means that any reluctance by children to answer such negative type questions 
in family law assessments cannot solely be attributed to the family conflict they may be 
involved in. Finally, as is highlighted by many others (e.g. Powell & Snow, 2007; Stahl, 
2011), it is important to be aware of a child’s language and developmental capacity when 
conducting interviews. Asking younger children about concepts they have not yet 
mastered will likely produce vague and possibly inaccurate information, as was 
evidenced in the responses to the Routine-Specific questions about time and duration.  
Limitations and Future Directions 
The accuracy ratings provided by parents in this study were given as an overall 
score rather than individualised for each question in order to promote honesty and 
privacy for participants. As such, it was not possible to determine whether there were 
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differences in accuracy between the question categories. Parents were provided the 
questionnaire within one week of the interview taking place and so ratings were also 
dependent upon parents’ recollection and perceptions of events. This is, however, not 
unlike interviews for family law matters where there is no way to determine pure 
accuracy of statements. Additionally, the accuracy scores were only provided by one 
parent or caregiver. Within the context of this study there is no reason to believe there 
would be differences between parent responses especially as questions only asked about 
the parent participating in the study. Conversely, in the family law setting, it is very 
important to obtain accounts from both parents. Future experimental work would benefit 
from exploring questions involving both parents with both parents then rating the 
accuracy of children’s responses, as well as accuracy ratings provided for individual 
questions.  
Children’s responses may also have been influenced by the knowledge that their 
parents would be informed of their answers; for example, providing responses they felt 
would please their parents. This is, however, similar to interviews for family law matters 
where children are informed about the non-confidentiality of the interview and that what 
they say will be used in a report which will be read by their parents. Any such influence 
on children’s responses encountered in this study (which is not possible to determine) is 
likely to also be present in interview for family law assessments.  
Due to ethical reasons, this study did not involve children currently involved in a 
custody dispute and the nature of the questions that could be asked about home life was 
restricted. To improve the applicability of findings, topics and questions suggested in the 
child custody literature were used. This included questions about negative events or 
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interactions such as discipline at home (“What happens when you break the rules?”) and 
activities done with parents that were “not so fun.” To extend these findings and counter 
this limitation, it would be valuable to conduct research with children from separated 
families, such as examining recorded interviews with children for family law assessments 
and dividing the questions used into similar or relevant categories. Given the high 
conflict nature of family law, there will be obvious difficulties in designing and 
conducting such studies (e.g. obtaining consent from both parents when separated, 
anonymizing recorded interview data).  Yet, to truly enable these children’s voices to be 
heard, it will be important to consider how children involved in family disputes can 
participate in developing effective interview protocols or, at a minimum, contribute to 
good practices in interviewing.   
Despite the above limitation, it is nonetheless important and useful to examine the 
responses to these questions with children who are not involved in family disputes. The 
differences found in this study, where there is no overt conflict or emotional tension for 
the children involved, would be expected to also occur for children in disputed parenting 
matters. Developmentally, children in family disputes will be responding in a similar way 
as other children, but likely with exaggerated differences given the added stressors for 
these children.  
While the sample size was sufficient to detect significant group differences, it was 
a small number of children when considering how many children may annually be 
interviewed for family assessments. Future research would benefit from larger sample 
sizes that can test these results more robustly. Likewise, the sample was limited to the 
geographic location of one Australian city where participating parents were required to 
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contact me to participate. This may have attracted a certain demographic of participants 
which might influence the findings. Demographic information was not recorded and so 
similar future research could benefit from including this information. Finally, due to 
ethical considerations, while families were provided a $20 store voucher per child 
participating, no incentive was provided only to the children. Although it was clear  that 
most families intended for the children participating to receive the store voucher, there 
may have been families where this did not occur, which may have influenced children’s 
participation.    
Conclusion  
The current study demonstrated that asking children questions about home life 
and everyday events, as is suggested in the child custody literature, is likely to provide 
family law interviewers with useful information. While it was expected that Open-ended 
Routine-based questions would generally be superior to other types, these questions were 
only superior in terms of eliciting more information and less non-responses. The 
remaining question categories were equal or superior with respect to topic pertinence and 
the informativeness of responses. Except for the Routine-Specific category, the remaining 
questions were primarily open-ended. As such, the findings are generally consistent with 
best-practice interviewing guidelines that promote the use of open-ended questions to 
obtain an accurate, detailed account from children (Powell & Snow, 2007). While further 
work is necessary in this area, overall, the current findings showed that questions about 
routines and relationships in family law interview with children will elicit relevant and 
informative responses from elementary school-aged children.   
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CHAPTER 7 – GENERAL DISCUSSION 
The overall aim of this thesis was to obtain a clearer understanding of interview 
practice with children in family law matters, and explore what techniques may be 
effective in interviewing children in this context. The purpose was to extend the research 
on the best-practice interviewing of children and highlight the implications of this 
research for practitioners, decision-makers and families involved in contested parenting 
matters. This chapter summarises the aims, rationale and two original studies that 
encompass the current thesis. It then provides an overall discussion and conclusion. Upon 
review of the background literature and the studies, three key categories of content 
emerged. These include; interview questions and their efficacy, the impact of interview 
practice, and challenges and the call for a broad interviewing framework.  The overall 
findings from each of these areas are discussed in turn. Directions for future research are 
integrated throughout the chapter, which concludes with a discussion of the overall 
limitations and implications.  
As emphasised in Chapter 4, the need for the work in this thesis arose because 
there was no research that had explored interview practice with children in family law 
matters. Yet, there are over 14,000 new cases of contested parenting matters in Australia 
each year (Family Court of Australia, 2017; Family Court of Western Australia, 2017; 
Federal Circuit Court of Australia, 2017). A family assessment is conducted for many of 
these cases with child interviews forming an important part of the assessment process. As 
evidenced in the child custody literature and outlined in Chapter 3, there is a wealth of 
research on interviewing children in other contexts that can provide a basis for research in 
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the family law context. However, it was not known how interviewing techniques from 
other areas might apply, or how current interviews were being conducted.  
Two original and multi-method studies were conducted in this thesis. Firstly, as 
no previous research (beyond case studies) had examined the interviewing of children in 
the family law context, a qualitative approach was used to initially explore the practice 
and potential challenges of interviewing children in these matters. In Study 1, in-depth 
interviews conducted with 15 professionals revealed a number of themes. These themes 
included issues about the complexities and challenges in conducting child interviews, 
what participants perceived as the purpose of the child interview within the overall family 
assessment, and revealed what types of processes participants used for child interviews. 
Based on the major interview topic areas identified by professionals in Study 1 and 
suggestions in the current child custody literature, Study 2 then examined the 
effectiveness of 20 interview questions with children aged six to ten years.  
7.1 Interview Questions and their Efficacy  
The review of the child custody literature in Chapter 4 revealed professional 
consensus around the topic or subject areas that child interviews should cover. These 
include: information about the child (e.g., school, friends, etc.) and their developmental 
needs, current parenting arrangements and the impact of separation, family relationships 
(e.g., child-parent, siblings, and parent-parent), home environment and daily experiences, 
and issues related to family violence or trauma (Ackerman, 2006; Fuhrman & Zibbell, 
2011; Galatzer-Levy et al., 2009; Gould & Martindale, 2007; Hynan, 2014; Rohrbaugh, 
2008; Saywitz et al., 2010; Stahl, 2011). The responses from professionals in Study 1 
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confirmed that the participants also focused questions around these subject areas in their 
interviews with children. Many participants reported asking questions around current 
parenting arrangements, relationships, daily experiences, developmental level/needs, 
family violence, mental health, and trauma. These subject areas also correspond with the 
factors that decision-makers take into consideration when determining the outcomes of 
parenting matters (s60CC, Family Law Act, 1975) such as: the benefit to the child of 
having a meaningful relationship with both parents; the need to protect the child from 
physical or psychological harm from being subjected or exposed to abuse, neglect or 
family violence; any views expressed by the child and any factors (such as the child’s 
maturity or level of understanding) that the court thinks are relevant to the weight it 
should give the child’s views; the extent to which the parents have chosen to be involved 
in the child’s life; and the likely effect of any changes in the child’s circumstances. 
The findings from Study 1 and the literature reviews in Chapters 3 and 4 were 
used to inform the second study in this thesis by providing guidance on subject areas and 
the types of questions to use (i.e., using predominately open-ended questions as 
recommended by the investigative interviewing literature, while also using some specific 
questions as suggested by the child custody literature). Study 2 focused in-depth on the 
efficacy of questions about home life with children aged six to ten years and interview 
questions were based on two important subject areas; home life and daily experiences 
(routines), and relationships. Some of the questions were also identical or very similar to 
sample questions provided in child custody evaluation textbooks (e.g., Question 10 
“What kind of things do you do with Mum/Dad?” is almost identical to “What kinds of 
activities does your mother/father do with you?” from Ackerman, 2006; and Question 9 
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“What do you do when you get ready for bed?” is almost identical to “What do you do to 
get ready for bed?” from Stahl, 2011).  
Study 2 found that both open-ended and specific questions about routines and 
relationships were effective in eliciting information from primary school aged children. 
As expected, younger children answered fewer questions and older children provided 
overall more information in response to questions they did answer, which is in keeping 
with previous research (e.g., Hudson & Nelson, 1986). Overall though, the findings 
revealed that, despite older children providing more information, children aged six to ten 
years tended to respond in similar ways to the different question categories. As 
hypothesised, the open-ended questions about routines (daily experiences) elicited 
significantly more information and fewer non-responses than other questions. Also as 
predicted, the specific questions about routines elicited the least amount of information. 
These findings are consistent with best-practice guidelines (Powell & Snow, 2007) and 
the wider literature on investigative interviewing of children, which highlights the 
importance of open-ended questions and seeking a narrative account from children.  
Unexpectedly, Study 2 found that open-ended questions about routines elicited 
responses that were less informative and on topic than the other question categories. It 
was surmised that this may be due to the style of questions themselves; open-ended 
questions about daily experiences allowed children to provide more general information 
and potentially diverge from the question topic. In contrast to expectations, questions 
about negative relationship experiences did not generally elicit fewer non-responses than 
other question categories. As noted in the study, the one negative question concerning 
parents did elicit the highest number of non-responses by children. Since interviewers in 
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this context are often interested in both positive and not-so-positive aspects of family 
relationships, it would be beneficial for future research to expand upon negatively-
valenced questions about relationships, particularly with relation to parents or guardians. 
It would be interesting and helpful to ascertain whether or not the trend seen in relation to 
the negatively-valenced question concerning parents (“What things do you do with 
Mum/Dad that aren’t so fun?”) in Study 2 generalises to other questions about parents.  
Until now there has been no known empirical research that has considered the 
efficacy of these types of questions for eliciting relevant information from children. 
Despite the differences found between question categories, overall all questions elicited 
predominately accurate, relevant and informative responses from children. While the 
study has certain limitations, the findings from Study 2 provide practitioners with 
evidence to support the effectiveness of these questions in practice.  
7.2 Impact of Interview Practice 
The responses from the 15 professionals in Study 1 showed there was general 
consistency in the practice or structure they used for interviewing children in family law 
matters. The majority of participants (n=10/15) expressed that they explained the purpose 
of the interview and assessment to children, provided a clear overview of the process of 
the interview and ground rules, explained the interviewer’s role in the process, explained 
the court process and non-confidentiality of the interview and subsequent report, gave the 
child realistic expectations about how what they said might be taken into account, and 
focused on rapport building and gaining trust prior to asking more substantive questions 
about family and parenting arrangements. As evidenced in the review in Chapter 4, this 
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practice aligns closely with the current child custody guidance on interviewing and 
important aspects of family assessments (e.g. Ackerman, 2006; Australian Standards of 
Practice, 2015; Fuhrman & Zibbell, 2011; Gould & Martindale, 2007; Saywitz et al., 
2010; Stahl, 2011). Commonalities in interview practice were identified despite many 
professionals in Study 1 expressing they were not aware of, or privy to, the interview 
practice of other professionals. The findings of Study 1 suggest that, although there 
seems to be limited communication about practice between professionals, they are 
utilising the guidelines and literature that is currently available to inform their practice. 
Since Study 1 relied on self-report data, it would be beneficial, for future research to 
examine recordings of child interviews that could be objectively coded which would 
provide more insight into what extent practitioners are applying guidelines. Previous 
research in other areas, such as forensic interviewing of children, has found that 
interviewers can struggle to implement guidelines in interviews despite their knowledge 
of the guidelines. Often interviewers think they are following guidelines when they are 
not. For example, research shows that forensic interviewers self-report using higher 
proportion of open questions that they actually do (for review, see Lamb, 2016).  
Recordings of interviews would show whether this is also the case in the family law 
context.  
Where the responses in Study 1 and the literature appear to differ is beliefs around 
the purpose of the child interview, which, in turn, may influence interview practice. 
Participants reported that there are often numerous goals to the child interview in family 
law matters. These goals take on different levels of importance depending on the case 
particulars. Some professionals in Study 1 viewed the goal of the child interview as a 
105 
 
means of providing confirmatory evidence (or not) for other components of the 
assessment. This is unlike the recommendations in the investigative interviewing 
literature; namely that the interview is an opportunity for hypothesis testing and that an 
interviewer should be an impartial fact-seeker. Differences across cases may matter less 
if the primary goal of the child interview within a family law assessment were viewed as 
purely an information-seeking exercise. Professionals in Study 1 did otherwise agree on 
the other important aspects of the purpose of the child interview; the child as a valued 
participant in the process and as a provider of important information (facts and subjective 
perspective), which is consistent with the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  
A major issue highlighted by the 15 professionals in Study 1 was that the child 
interview has the potential for creating harm in various ways. Professionals were 
concerned about the interviews themselves being traumatic (e.g., due to repetitive 
interviewing), or as a result of the report provided to parents (detailing the contents of the 
interview). There is a variety of debate and discussion concerning this issue in the 
literature (Gould & Posthuma, 2016; Turkat, 2016). This issue also raises broader 
practice and policy questions about where children really ‘fit’ in the family justice system 
that purports to be based on the best interests of children. Nonetheless, the reality of 
current family assessments seems to be that child interviews are expected and 
increasingly conducted (Ackerman & Brey Pritzl, 2011; Bow & Quinnell, 2002). The 
review in Chapter 2 also highlighted that most children involved in family law cases 
express that they wish to be part of the overall process, but do not want to be responsible 
for ultimate decisions.  Professionals conducting interviews with children thereby carry 
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the burden of reducing or mitigating the potential for harm and interview practice can 
help with this.   
The findings of both Study 1 and Study 2 provide ideas as to how interview 
practice may reduce the potential of harm for children in family law assessments. Firstly, 
both studies suggested that using open-ended questions directed to the topics of interest 
(e.g., daily experiences, relationships) may be less confrontational while still eliciting 
relevant information. Open questions provide the best prospect of obtaining the child’s 
account in their own words and minimizing the potential for errors and misinterpretation 
between the child and the interviewer (Powell & Snow, 2007). Open questions also allow 
a child to have more power over what they say and therefore what they feel comfortable 
sharing. Study 2 showed that open-ended questions focused on topics important in family 
law (daily experiences and relationships) were effective in eliciting useful information. 
Secondly, Study 1 emphasised the importance of ensuring children were adequately 
informed at the commencement of the interview what would happen to the information 
they provide. Participants in Study 1 highlighted that being clear with children about the 
lack of confidentiality in interviews and their rights to participate or not were significant 
in supporting children. The importance of this aspect of interview practice is reiterated in 
the Australian Standards of Practice (2015) and other child custody literature (e.g. 
Ackerman, 2006; Gould & Martindale, 2007; Hynan, 2014; Stahl, 2011).  
Lastly, some of the child custody literature suggests asking children about 
negative interactions or feelings about parents or others (e.g. Stahl, 2011). While this is 
presumably to obtain a nuanced understanding of relationships, this does open the 
possibility for children’s relationships to be negatively impacted by the report. Thirty-
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four percent of children in Study 2 did not answer the question concerning negative 
experiences with the participating parent. If children who are not involved in a family law 
dispute are reluctant to answer negatively-valenced questions about parents, it may be 
more likely that children in contested family law matters will struggle with answering 
such questions and asking these questions may yield limited information. Knowing this 
information may assist interviewers to structure their interviews with children so that 
negative questions are placed towards the end of the interview once rapport is established 
to avoid the possibility of impeding the interview early on. It would be valuable to 
conduct further research that examines the impact of the structure of the interview (e.g., 
open-ended questions about routines first, negative questions later, as suggested). For 
example, examining recorded interviews with children for family law assessments and 
dividing the questions used into relevant categories would allow for a comparison of the 
effectiveness of question types at different stages of the interview. As has been 
mentioned numerous times throughout this thesis, given the high conflict nature of family 
law, there will be obvious difficulties in designing and conducting such studies (e.g., 
obtaining consent, anonymising recorded interview data).  
7.3 Challenges and the Call for a Broad Interviewing Framework  
All participants in Study 1 voiced, in some way, the challenging nature of 
interviewing children for family law matters and conducting these family assessments in 
general. Participants’ responses corresponded with the family law literature that describes 
this context as a difficult, contentious area to work in, with family law assessments being 
responsible for a high number of complaints to practitioner boards (Kirkland & Kirkland, 
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2001; Neoh et al., 2010). As stated above, the primary challenge emphasised by over 
50% of participants in Study 1 was concern around how the interview and assessment 
might be harmful for children. Prior and/or repetitive interviewing, determining what 
children actually think and feel (rather than what they may have been told) and balancing 
the need to provide important information to the court with ensuring children and their 
relationships are not harmed by the information, were all issues that the participants 
perceived had increased the inherent challenge in the interview process. These issues are 
reverberated in the family law arena and beyond; from the overall debate as to harm (e.g., 
Gould & Posthuma, 2016; Turkat, 2016) to the extent and impact of parental alienation 
(e.g., Giancarlo & Rottman, 2015; Templer, Matthewson, Haines, & Cox, 2017). Other 
challenges highlighted by participants were conflicts between expectations from the legal 
system and what social science could deliver, and issues around the time available or 
used to interview children. Given these specific challenges and the known complexity of 
interviews with children generally (Benedek et al., 2010; Powell, 2002), it was not 
surprising that participants in Study 1 vocalised that a high level of skill and 
specialisation was required by professionals conducting interviews and assessments for 
family law matters. Participants communicated that it was important for professionals 
conducting family law assessments to have 1) training and skills in interviewing, and, 2) 
knowledge and overall experience in family law and a variety of other areas (e.g., family 
violence, child development, mental health).  
In conjunction with the importance participants placed on experience and training, 
many participants in Study 1 (n=7/15) also voiced a desire for a broad framework to 
assist them and others in interviewing children in this context. Participants expressed that 
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consistency in interviewing approaches and knowledge around appropriate techniques 
would be helpful for all practitioners, but particularly practitioners new to the field. 
Participants, however, also stated that it was important for any framework to be flexible 
and not prescriptive in order for interviewers to tailor the interview as the circumstances 
required. While broad guidelines and suggestions exist, these can be difficult to put into 
practice. A framework could provide more detailed directions for interviewing children in 
this context and a starting point for training for practitioners. Training programs may then 
also provide the ability to conduct further research on effective interviewing processes 
and techniques. This would be particularly beneficial in this context where “field” 
research with children involved in contested parenting matters is difficult to conduct. A 
framework may also mitigate the challenge of time (whether too much or too little) as 
interviewers would have a clearer understanding of how to obtain the information they 
are seeking from children.  
7.4 Study Limitations 
Like most research, this thesis contained a number of limitations. Detailed 
discussion of the specific limitations of each study, particularly for Study 2, is contained 
in Chapters 5 and 6. This discussion is therefore focused on more global limitations of the 
thesis. Firstly, this thesis is focused solely on the child interview rather than considering 
other important aspects of a family law assessment, such as observations between parents 
and children. This limitation was evident particularly in Study 1 as participants expressed 
challenges about the overall work and spoke about other aspects of the assessment. It was 
outside the scope of this thesis, however, to examine other facets of a family law 
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assessment. It is clear that there are many aspects of the assessment process that would 
provide ideas worthy of future empirical research, alongside further research focused on 
the child interview. While not reported in Study 1, almost all participants in the study 
(n=14/15) offered ideas and recommendations for future research in relation to children 
in the family law context. These ideas included whether children’s responses differ 
depending on which parent brings them to the interview, whether there is added utility in 
more than one interview with a child, understanding children’s experiences in the court 
process, identifying scientifically when it is not appropriate to interview a child, further 
discussion around what is meant by the “best interests of the child”, longitudinal work on 
the effects of Family Court orders in difficult cases, and issues around the recording of 
child interviews. Some of these ideas are already present, to an extent, in the research 
(e.g. Cashmore & Parkinson, 2009; Graham & Fitzgerald, 2006; Harmer & Goodman-
Delahunty, 2014), while investigation of others would likely be of benefit to the family 
law field.  
Secondly, neither of the studies were able to examine field interviews with 
children who are involved in a family separation. Conducting research on such interviews 
could be valuable for evaluating the effectiveness of interviewing techniques and 
processes. As mentioned throughout this thesis, there is, however, difficulty in planning 
and conducting research like this due to the often high conflict nature of family law 
proceedings and issues involving consent and evidence. From anecdotal evidence and the 
responses of participants in Study 1, recording interviews for family law assessments 
appears to be rare in Australia. It seems that recording of interviews may be more 
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common outside of Australia (e.g. Ceci & Bruck, 2000; Gould & Martindale, 2007) so 
this type of research might be more feasible in other jurisdictions.  
Thirdly, both studies involved small, non-probability samples. Although data 
reached saturation in Study 1 and sample size was sufficient to detect significant group 
differences in Study 2, the sample sizes and sampling method may impact the 
generalisability of results. Nonetheless, the 15 professionals involved in Study 1 
represent all the professions and majority of work places typically involved in family law 
assessments and were purposely invited to participate in order to provide a wide range of 
voices. In relation to Study 2, it is also acknowledged that the children interviewed were 
not currently involved in a separation or family law dispute (although some did come 
from separated families). As outlined in Chapter 6, however, the differences found in 
Study 2, where there is no overt family conflict, would be expected to also occur for 
children in disputed parenting matters. Developmentally, children in family disputes will 
be responding in a similar way as other children.  
Despite these limitations, this thesis has made a valuable contribution, especially 
to professionals who are interviewing children for family law matters. Previously, no 
information was available that informed interviewers of the practices of other 
professionals and assured them of the utility of interview questions. This thesis offers 
some clarity surrounding interview techniques and processes that interviewers can apply 
to child interviews in the family law context. It has drawn together two quite distinct 
literature areas. Historically, child witness memory researchers have played a limited role 
within the family law interviewing area. This thesis, in particular Study 2, has been 
original in bringing the two areas together in a direct way. Deep collaboration and cross-
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pollination of ideas is required in order to develop evidence in the family law context that 
is accurate, detailed and coherent, as well as useful for practitioners who conduct family 
law assessments.  
7.5 Final Conclusions 
While further research and industry development is required, this thesis indicates 
that the main features for a broad framework for child interviews in the family law 
context do appear to already exist. As stated earlier, there appears to be consensus in the 
child custody literature around the main subject areas and procedural features a child 
interview should contain. The investigative interviewing literature and findings from 
Study 2 provide guidance as to what style of questions will be most effective at different 
stages of the interview. A framework could include: 1) description of the essential subject 
areas to be covered in an interview and the types of questions to use for each area; 2) 
description of the essential process elements (e.g., limits to confidentiality, explaining the 
purpose of the interview); 3) a basic outline of interview structure such as using open-
ended questions about daily experiences first, when to use specific questions, and what 
order of questioning may be best depending on subject area; and 4) how to manage 
additional issues such as interviewing about specific events or abuse allegations.  
Lastly, the current thesis may have significant implications for the children and 
families involved in parenting disputes. It is important that children’s voices are 
appropriately, adequately and accurately heard in circumstances like parental separation 
that can be difficult and contentious. Additionally, it is important that decision-makers 
are provided with the best information possible from children in order to assist them to 
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make decisions that are in the best interests of the child. This research has provided 
support to interviewers in the family law field by highlighting effective interview 
questions, important interview processes and challenges that form part of the work. 
Hopefully this thesis will serve as a starting point for the development of further research 
aimed at improving child interviews in the family law context. By improving the 
interviewing of children in family law matters, it may help to improve the overall family 
assessment process, assist current professionals and new professionals entering the field, 
help decision-makers in their considerations, and overall help to improve children’s 
experiences of the court process.  
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 APPENDIX A 
 
PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORMS 
 
TO: Parents 
 
Plain Language Statement  
Date:  
Full Project Title:  “What did you do today?”: Exploring children’s 
responses to generic and episodic questions about home 
life.  
Principal Researchers:  Professor Martine Powell, Ms Katrine Turoy-Smith 
Associate Researchers: Dr Sonja Brubacher, Dr Becky Earhart 
 
This Plain Language Statement and Consent Forms is 6 pages long. Please make sure you have 
all the pages. 
 
1. Your Consent 
You and your child are invited to take part in this research project. 
 
This Plain Language Statement contains detailed information about the research project. Its 
purpose is to explain the procedures involved in this project so that you can make a fully 
informed decision about whether you are going to participate.  
 
Please read this Plain Language Statement carefully. Feel free to ask questions about any 
information in the document.  Once you understand what the project is about and if you agree for 
yourself and your child to take part in it, you should sign the Consent Forms. By signing the 
Consent Forms, you indicate that you understand the information and that you give your consent 
to participate in the research project. 
 
You will be given a copy of the Plain Language Statement and Consent Forms to keep as a 
record. 
 
2. Purpose and Background  
The aim of this project is to compare how children respond to different types of questions about 
everyday events and home life, and to compare their responses to parents’ perceptions of the 
same events.  
 
The underlying purpose of questioning children about daily life is to explore the process of 
interviewing children for family law matters. Questioning children about everyday events and 
family life is relevant to family law issues where courts seek a general understanding of a child’s 
experience of living with family members. However there is no current research which explores 
how children respond to different types of questions about home life and which questions are 
more useful for prompting detailed, accurate information. 
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3. Procedures 
 
At an agreed time, Ms Turoy-Smith will attend your home or an agreed venue to conduct an 
interview with your child. She will ask your child a series of questions about their daily lives with 
each question being asked in two different ways: generic (e.g. "Tell me about what happens in the 
morning before school") and episodic (e.g. "What happened this morning before school?"). The 
full list of questions your child will be asked is attached to this Plain Language Statement. You 
will be asked to be nearby for the duration of the interview; within earshot but preferably out of 
sight so to minimise distractions for your child.  
 
The interview with your child will be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Your child will be 
informed prior to the interview that it is being recorded and that you will be informed about their 
responses. You will also receive a $20 Coles/Myer voucher (per child) for participating in this 
project.  
 
The interview transcript will be transposed into a follow-up questionnaire for you to complete.  
The questionnaire will provide details of each question asked and your child's response to that 
question. The questionnaire will ask you to indicate whether your child's response is 'completely 
or mostly accurate', 'partially accurate', 'completely or mostly inaccurate', or 'unverifiable.’ You 
will only be asked to provide us with the final sum of each category so we will not know which 
exact responses are accurate/inaccurate.  
 
Soon after the interview with your child you will receive the follow-up questionnaire to complete. 
Depending on your wishes, the questionnaire will be emailed or posted to you with the final 
ratings returned to Ms Turoy-Smith by email or telephone. Alternatively, it can be organised for 
Ms Turoy-Smith to attend your home or agreed venue on a second occasion for you complete the 
questionnaire.   
 
Although this project has an underlying family law focus, ethical concerns for children involved 
in family separation mean that we do not wish to question them about their family life during a 
potentially difficult time. Therefore, if you are currently involved in a separation, you and your 
child will not be able to participate.  
 
4. Possible Benefits & Risks 
The aim of this work is to explore how children respond to different questions about home life 
and how this compares with your perceptions. We hope that partaking may provide you with 
some additional insight into how your child perceives family life. Based on previous experience 
conducting research and interviews with children, we also find children tend to enjoy the one-on-
one attention during an interview.  Additionally, youwill receive a $20 Coles/Myer voucher (per 
child) for your family’s participation in this project.  
 
We do not perceive there to be any risks or discomfort from engaging in this project. However, if 
you or your child were to experience an adverse reaction, you are requested to contact 
KatrineTuroy-Smith (kturoysm@deakin.edu.au) or Professor Martine Powell 
(martine.powell@deakin.edu.au) immediately to arrange a time to discuss your concern and 
subsequent action.  
 
5. Privacy, Confidentiality and Disclosure of Information 
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The data stored for this study will not be traceable to individuals. One week after the interview 
has taken place , all identifying details in your child’s interview transcript will be amended so that 
your child and family cannot be identified.  All transcripts stored for this study will be de-
identified. All data and consent forms will be stored either in a locked cabinet at Deakin 
University or electronically with password protection on a secure server at Deakin University. 
The transcripts and consent forms will be kept separately. Data will be stored for a minimum of 6 
years after final publication after which time all electronic files will be confidentially deleted and 
any paper copies will be shredded.  
 
Any information obtained in connection with this project and that can identify you and/or your 
child (e.g. Consent Forms) will remain confidential. We plan to publish the results of this study 
with scientific peer reviewed journals. In any publication, information will be provided in such a 
way that you cannot be identified.  
 
6. Results of Project 
If elected on the Consent Form, parents will be informed about the results of the study via a letter 
with a short summary.  
 
7. Participation is Voluntary 
Participation in any research project is voluntary and you are not obliged to take part. If you 
decide to take part and later change your mind, you are free to withdraw from the project at any 
stage up until the transcript is de-identified (1 week after the interview has taken place). After 
this time it will not be possible for data to be withdrawn as the interview transcript will be non-
identifiable (your child will not be able to be identified from the transcript as all names and 
identifying information will have been changed). Prior to the interview your child will be 
informed about the project, that the interview will be recorded and that you will be informed 
about their responses. Their participation is also voluntary and they are free to change their mind 
at any stage prior to the transcript being de-identified.     
Your decision whether to take part, or to take part and then withdraw, will not affect your 
relationship with Deakin University or the researchers. If you withdraw after the interview with 
your child has taken place, we ask that you notify Katrine Turoy-Smith, and return the signed 
Withdrawal of Consent Form attached.  
 
Before you make your decision, Katrine Turoy-Smith from Deakin University 
(kturoysm@deakin.edu.au or 0432 556 881) will be available to answer any questions about the 
project. You can ask for any information you want.  Sign the Consent Forms only after you have 
had a chance to ask your questions and have received satisfactory answers. 
 
8. Ethical Guidelines 
This project will be carried out according to the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 
Research (2007) produced by the National Health and Medical Research Council of Australia. 
This statement has been developed to protect the interests of people who agree to participate in 
human research studies.The ethics aspects of this research project have been approved by the 
Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee (EC00213). 
 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being conducted or any 
questions about your rights as a research participant, then you may contact: The Manager, Research 
Integrity, Deakin University, 221 Burwood Highway, Burwood VIC 3125, Telephone: 9251 7129 
research-ethics@deakin.edu.au. Please quote project number 2017-014. 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORMS 
 
TO: Parents 
 
Consent Form 
Date:  
Full Project Title:  “What did you do today?”: Exploring children’s 
responses to generic and episodic questions about home 
life.  
Principal Researchers:  Professor Martine Powell, Ms Katrine Turoy-Smith 
Associate Researchers: Dr Sonja Brubacher, Dr Becky Earhart 
 
I freely agree to participate in this project according to the conditions in the Plain Language 
Statement. I acknowledge that: 
1. I have read and I understand the attached Plain Language Statement. 
 
2. I have been given a copy of the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to keep. 
3. The researchers have agreed not to reveal my identity and personal details, including 
where information about this project is published, or presented in any public form.  
4. I am free to withdraw from this project at any time up until ONE WEEK after my child 
has participated. I understand that after this time it will not be possible for data to be 
withdrawn as the interview transcript will be non-identifiable (children will not be able to 
be identified from the transcript as all names and identifying information will have been 
changed). 
I do/do not wish to receive details of the results of this study via email/post on the details below. 
Participant’s Name (printed) ……………………………………………………. 
 
 
Signature ………………………………………………………………. Date 
…………………… 
 
 
Address ............................................................................................................ 
 
 
Email .................................................................. 
 
Please provide directly to Katrine Turoy-Smith or via email to kturoysm@deakin.edu.au 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORMS 
 
TO: Parents on behalf of their child 
 
Third Party Consent Form 
Date:  
Full Project Title:  “What did you do today?”: Exploring children’s 
responses to generic and episodic questions about home 
life.  
Principal Researchers:  Professor Martine Powell, Ms Katrine Turoy-Smith 
Associate Researchers: Dr Sonja Brubacher, Dr Becky Earhart 
 
I give my permission for …………………………………………………… (name of participant)                                     
to participate in this project according to the conditions in the Plain Language Statement. I 
acknowledge that: 
1. I have read, and I understand the attached Plain Language Statement.  
2. I have been given a copy of Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to keep.  
3. The researchers have agreed not to reveal my or my child’s identity and personal details, 
including where information about this project is published, or presented in any public 
form.  
4. I am free to withdraw my child from this project at any time up until ONE WEEK after 
my child has participated. I understand that after this time it will not be possible for data 
to be withdrawn as the interview transcript will be non-identifiable (children will not be 
able to be identified from the transcript as all names and identifying information will 
have been changed). 
Participant’s Name (printed) ……………………………………………………. 
 
 
Name of Person giving Consent ………………………………………………. 
 
 
Relationship to Participant ……………………………………………………..... 
 
 
Signature ………………………………………………………………. Date 
…………………… 
 
Please provide directly to Katrine Turoy-Smith or via email to kturoysm@deakin.edu.au 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORMS 
 
TO: Parents 
 
Revocation of Consent Form 
Date:  
Full Project Title:  “What did you do today?”: Exploring children’s 
responses to generic and episodic questions about home 
life.  
Principal Researchers:  Professor Martine Powell, Ms Katrine Turoy-Smith 
Associate Researchers: Dr Sonja Brubacher, Dr Becky Earhart 
 
I hereby wish to WITHDRAW my consent to participate in the above research project and 
understand that such withdrawal WILL NOT jeopardise my relationship with Deakin University. 
 
I understand that if this withdrawal is received more than ONE WEEK after the interview with 
my child has taken place it will not be possible for my child’s data to be withdrawn as the 
interview transcript will be non-identifiable (children will not be able to be identified from the 
transcript as all names and identifying information will have been changed).   
 
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed) ……………………………………………………. 
 
 
Signature ………………………………………………………………. Date 
…………………… 
 
 
 
 
Please provide directly to Katrine Turoy-Smith or via email to kturoysm@deakin.edu.au 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Example script for pre-interview with child 
 
Hello [Name of child] 
My name is Katrine  
I am a student at Deakin University studying psychology.  
I am doing a project for my degree on how children answer different questions about 
their everyday lives. I hope this will help me to understand more about how best to talk to 
children about what their lives and families are like. 
 
If you want to, I would like you to be to be part of my project. Your Mum/Dad said that 
you can be a part of the project if you want to. It involves an interview with me where I 
ask you a number of questions. The questions in this interview will be about your 
everyday life at home. I will ask things like  
 
Tell me about what happens when you come home from school. 
What was the last fun thing you did with Mum/Dad? 
What happens at dinner time?  
 
I will record the interview and what you say will be typed up onto paper. Your Mum/Dad 
will find out what your answers to the questions are because part of the project involves 
your Mum/Dad reading the typed up answers. You don’t need to answer any questions 
that you don’t want to. If there are any of the questions I ask that you don’t want to 
answer, just tell me “Pass” or something similar and I will move on to the next question.  
 
When the project is finished I will write a report and it might be published as articles. If I 
use your words in the articles I will give you a false name so no-one will know who you 
are.  
 
This project is voluntary, so you can do it or not, and you can change your mind about it 
later. You just have to tell me or your Mum/Dad and we will take you out of the project. 
You won’t have to explain why. 
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APPENDIX C 
 
List of Questions for Children 
1. Tell me about what happens in the morning before school? 
2.  What do you usually eat for breakfast? 
3.  What do you usually eat for dinner? 
4.  What happens at dinner time? 
5.  Tell me about what happens when you come home from school? 
6.  Who do you go to when you get hurt?  
7.  Tell me about what happens when you get hurt? 
8.  What time do you usually go to bed? 
9.  What do you do when you get ready for bed?  
10. What kinds of things do you do with Mum/Dad [participating parent]? 
11. What kind of fun things do you do with Mum/Dad [participating parent]?? 
12. What things do you do with Mum/Dad [participating parent] that aren’t so fun? 
13. What does Mum/Dad [participating parent] do when she/he gets home from work / 
or when you get home from school (if parent doesn’t work outside the home)? 
14. What happens when you break the rules or are naughty at home? 
15. Do you have any brothers or sisters? [To be asked if child has sibling/s] What 
games or activities do you do with your brother/sister/s? 
16. [To be asked if child has sibling/s] What happens when you fight with your 
brother/sister/s? 
17. Tell me about what happens on the weekends at home?  
18. Do you have a computer/tablet/iPad at home? [To be asked if child has 
computer/tablet/iPad] What usually happens when you use the 
computer/tablet/iPad?  
19. How long do you use the computer/tablet/iPad for? 
20. How much TV do you watch? 
 
